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Welcome
The Morning Star editorial 
description of Labour’s 
reintroduction of a proscribed 
list of left organisations as 
using a sledgehammer to crush 
“a small bag of nuts” was quite 
right. 

The membership of the 
four groups picked on by 
the party’s rightwing NEC 
majority - Labour Against the 
Witchhunt, Labour in Exile 
Network, Socialist Appeal and 
Chris Williamson’s Resist - can 
probably be numbered in the 
hundreds, while what the right is 
concerned about is the hundreds 
of thousands who flooded into 
the party full of hope in Corbyn. 

Party membership is said 
to have dropped by only 
around a hundred thousand in 
Starmer’s short time in office, 
which leaves the right with a 
much bigger problem than the 
symbolic victims they have 
chosen to bully. But then there 
is Niemöller’s warning to worry 
about: first they came for the 
communists, etc … Those 
organisations on the left who 
do not stand up and defend  
socialists being exiled by the 
Starmer regime today can expect 
a knock on their door tomorrow.

So the news which has leaked 
out on the grapevine from last 
week’s secret meeting of the 
Chatham House Left (so called 
because it forbids reporting 
of its discussions, mimicking 
the private meetings of the 

ruling class) has responded to 
the NEC’s backward move by 
deciding (by a majority vote) to 
invite proscribed organisations 
LAW and LIEN to participate 
in their discussions. (Socialist 
Appeal, I understand, has been 
in the talks for some time 
already. Resist is not invited, 
of course, because it campaigns 
against Labour in elections.)

However timid and cautious 
some of the 25 or so left groups 
involved have been, inviting 
proscribed organisations is a 
brave decision which confronts 
Labour’s right wing with the 
vital working class principle of 
solidarity: an injury to one is an 
injury to all. 

Also welcome is the news that 
the group will soon take a first 
step out into the open with a 
statement announcing its ‘Unite 
the Left’ conference.
Ian Farrell
email

Youth optimism
I would like to voice my 
overwhelming support for the 
ideas put forward by Eddie Ford 
in his article, ‘Generation Left 
terrifies right’ (July 29), and 
Jack Conrad in a recent Online 
Communist Forum talk with 
regards to the question of youth 
and socialism. We must view 
the findings of the Institute of 
Economic Affairs survey and the 
situation generally with extreme 
optimism.

First, allow me to indulge 
in some nostalgia: I first 
encountered the CPGB (and 
thus the Weekly Worker) as 
an essentially non-political, 
idealistic 14-year-old on an 
anti-austerity demonstration in 

2016. You’ll have to buy me a 
few drinks if you want the full 
story, but suffice to say it was 
not fancy stalls, petitions or 
placards which got my attention, 
but a serious attitude to politics 
and their own history.

The very fact that the current 
generation take up the banner 
of identity politics, Black Lives 
Matter, Extinction Rebellion, 
etc. should fill us Marxists 
with hope - not because we 
agree with the shallow politics 
of movementism and tailism 
(the majority my fellow 
youngsters know full well that 
these movements are not a real 
solution), but precisely because 
it is so crude and primitive. And 
so, in a strange turn of events, I 
share the words of the IEA when 
I say that we must engage with 
‘millennial socialism’ and that 
to “dismiss it or deny it exists” 
is crass ignorance.

Today the youth masses are 
clawing for political direction 
and have grasped at the only 
forces that have come to 
hand. If they are willing to 
unquestionably accept identity 
politics as gospel, just imagine 
what a force putting forward 
scientific socialism and the 
world-historic mission of 
proletarian revolution could 
achieve!

Despite all the talk of 
millennial Corbynistas, the 
Labour Party proved an 
unwelcome arena for young 
people. At roughly the same 
time as I was eagerly eating up 
not chips, but Lars T Lih’s ‘All 
power to the soviets’ Weekly 
Worker supplement series, in 
the high school canteen, my 
friends and I were also being 
forcibly removed from Labour 
and Momentum meetings for 
daring to hand out copies of the 
dreaded Labour Party Marxists. 
Meetings were designed to put 
off newcomers and serious 
politics was met with the iron 
fist of the local Lansmanite 
councillor.

As for the Marxist left, 
there is one big problem - or 
should I say 57 little problems 
- in our way. Thankfully, apart 
from small and fleeting waves 
of ‘hipster Stalinists’, young 
people have stayed away from 
the menagerie of sects and 
‘vanguard parties’.

Neither sects nor tailism 
will do the trick. We need a 
serious organisational platform 
if we are to make any progress 
- although tempting, mass 
recruiting raw students is not 
the place to start. We must turn 
to the experienced existing left 
and call for principled unity 
on the basis of a basic Marxist 
programme and democratic-
centralist discipline. We need 
a mass Communist Party if 
we are to reap the rewards of 
‘generation left’.
Ollie Douglas
Manchester

Tragicomic
Andrew Northall tells us: “It 
was necessary to destroy the 
enemy within in order to destroy 
the enemy without - the latter, 
of course, intimately connected 
with the former” (Letters, July 
22). But who was the “enemy 
within” for Stalin? In an 
interview with Roy Howard, 
president of Scripps-Howard 
Newspapers, on March 1 1936, 
and reprinted in The New York 
Times, Stalin explains:
Howard: Does this, your 

statement, mean that the 
Soviet Union has to any 
degree abandoned its plans and 
intentions for bringing about 
world revolution?
Stalin: We never had such plans 
and intentions.
Howard: You appreciate, no 
doubt, Mr Stalin, that much of 
the world has long entertained a 
different impression.
Stalin: This is the product of a 
misunderstanding.
Howard: A tragic 
misunderstanding?
Stalin: No, a comical one. Or, 
perhaps, tragicomic.

And then he went on to 
assure western imperialism - for 
clearly this is his target audience 
- as well as his international 
supporters: “The export of 
revolution is nonsense. Every 
country will make its own 
revolution if it wants to, and if it 
does not want to there will be no 
revolution ... But to assert that 
we want to make a revolution in 
other countries, to interfere in 
their lives, means saying what is 
untrue, and what we have never 
advocated.”

Thus the great ideals of the 
Russian Revolution, which 
inspired the working class and 
oppressed of the whole world, 
were explicitly repudiated. On 
July 18 1936, a revolution broke 
out in Spain in response to 
Franco’s coup of the day before. 
In great, heroic struggles the 
workers of Barcelona stormed 
the police and army barracks 
and defeated the coupists. 
Whole regions, including 
Madrid, followed. The working 
class then seized the factories, 
and the peasants seized the land 
and made their revolution from 
below.

But it lacked a mass 
revolutionary leadership like the 
Bolsheviks to form a workers’ 
state and unite the insurgent 
masses. And they faced their 
‘enemy within’ here: Joe Stalin’s 
counterrevolutionaries led by 
Stalinist hack Palmiro Togliatti 
and organised by NKVD assassin 
Alexander Orlov, head of the 
“special operations” network 
in Spain. They undertook the 
grizzly work of assassinating all 
past and present revolutionaries 
who opposed Stalin then or in 
the past, as he had done in the 
USSR from the early 1930s.

Far from sticking to his 
declared principle that “every 
country will make its own 
revolution if it wants to”, this 
“tragicomic” error could not 
be allowed to stand: he had 
to appease the ‘democratic 
imperialists’ of Dimitrov’s 
1935 7th Comintern Congress 
popular front mythising. That 
is before he made his close 
alliance with Hitler on August 
23 1939 to appease the ‘fascist 
imperialists’.

If socialist revolution were 
to triumph in Spain, it would 
surely quickly re-establish 
its internationalist forward 
thrust to world revolution in 
the USSR itself. Now the same 
revolutionary socialist “enemy 
within” had to be eliminated in 
the USSR, even if those former 
revolutionists he put on trial 
were by then political corpses, 
as Trotsky observed at the time. 
Hitler killed all his enemies, but 
Stalin killed all his ‘friends’ - or 
at least all those former friends 
who had any connection with the 
Russian Revolution - to assure 
western imperialism he could be 
relied upon to assist it to smash 

any revolution that might break 
out in any country, particularly 
the imperialist countries, 
that threatened ‘peaceful 
coexistence’. Stalinism was now 
all for “peace and socialism”, 
as the strap above the Morning 
Star title and every other true 
Stalinist newspaper tells us 
every day. No more of that 
revolution nonsense.

Andrew asserts: “It is telling 
that Gerry does not even attempt 
any defence of the rightists and 
leftists convicted in the Moscow 
trials, for which there are 
published volumes of detailed 
documentary evidence of their 
guilt. It is funny, but I have never 
heard any so-called debunker 
of the Moscow trials able to 
disprove even one scintilla of 
the evidence provided.”

One Grover Furr argues in 
a similar fashion, although in 
excruciating and turgid detail. 
But his only evidence of this 
massive conspiracy consists of 
the confessions extracted under 
torture, and threats to kill family 
members and friends, who were 
also murdered en masse just 
for knowing the accused. But 
Grover encountered a problem: 
apart from the bogus trial 
confession ‘evidence’, when the 
archives of the Nazi regime and 
of Japan were opened after their 
defeat in World War II, they 
found not a “scintilla” of any 
such evidence, as Andrew likes 
to put it. In a subsection of his 
long dissertation, Why is there 
no German or Japanese evidence 
of Trotsky’s collaboration?, Furr 
tackles this question.

He explains that just because 
the evidence was not found does 
not mean it is not there: just that 
no-one has found it yet. And 
“such collaboration might well 
not leave any evidence” - it was 
a verbal, unwritten conspiracy, 
he asserts. The proposition that 
such a massive conspiracy over 
eight years alleged at the three 
show trials and that of Marshal 
Mikhail Tukhachevsky and all 
the other Red Army leaders 
left no traces in these archives 
is just beyond belief - simply 
ridiculous. But “it seems likely 
that further evidence implicating 
Trotsky may be contained in 
archives that are still classified 
... conspiratorial information of 
this kind is typically not written 
down at all.” The leaders of 
the USSR were so sympathetic 
to Trotskyism that they were 
hiding all the proof they had! 
Of course, the truth is that the 
first possibility that Grover Furr 
examines and rejects - “Trotsky 
never collaborated with the 
Germans or Japanese. All the 
Soviet evidence is fabricated” - 
is the correct one.

For a detailed refutation of 
Grover Furr, his unprofessional 
methods, his reliance on simple 
assertion without primary 
sources, see the essay by 
fragmentedmachine at reddit.
com: ‘To what extent is Grover 
Furr’s account of the Moscow 
Trials supported by third party 
research?’

The author commented four 
years ago: “Furr’s work is 
amateur and wouldn’t even get 
a passing grade in a decently 
rigorous undergraduate 
course. It’s laden with dubious 
argumentation and poor source 
evaluation. To give a specific 
example, let’s look at Furr’s 
approach to the lack of non-
Soviet sources corroborating or 
confirming the central charges 

Online Communist Forum

Sunday August 8 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report and discussion from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee

Register in advance for this webinar: 
us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_IqHmpIcwQNqg7QIXlWjoTw

Saturday August 14 to Sunday August 22 inclusive: 
Communist University 2021

OCF resumes weekly from Sunday August 29 5pm 

Previous OCFs can be viewed or heard at these places: 
YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/communistpartyofgreatbritain 

Soundcloud: soundcloud.com/cpgb-pcc 
Spotify: open.spotify.com/show/412z90d6iSHN3bqwxAaP8h 

Apple Podcasts: 
podcasts.apple.com/nl/podcast/marxist-report/id1494068795

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and 
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

For further information, email Stan Keable at 
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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of the Moscow Trials, which 
pretty much all revolve around 
collaboration with foreign 
powers.

“Furr begins by noting that, 
‘In countries still extant it is 
normal to keep intelligence 
archives secret indefinitely. 
This is certainly the case in the 
USA. We suggest it is logical 
to suspect the same thing in the 
case of Germany and Japan.’ 
This rather conveniently ignores 
that not only is Nazi Germany 
no longer extant, but that many 
of the important government 
archives were under the Soviet 
occupation zone in Berlin, and 
neither East German nor Soviet 
scholars who had access to such 
documents were known for their 
fondness for Trotskyists.

“I could go on, but the whole 
book is like this - in fact, all his 
books are like this. He is sloppy 
with ‘citations’ and cherrypicks 
constantly. He exhibits classic 
denialist and conspiracy theory 
tropes: all the real evidence 
is purged or missing, and all 
the evidence to the contrary is 
forged or irrelevant. Lack of 
evidence is explained away as 
being part of the conspiracy. 
He relies on a sympathetic ear 
and an unwillingness to actually 
follow up on sources to be taken 
seriously by anybody.”

These comments equally 
apply to Andrew Northall.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

What do I know?
It feels a little impolite to butt 
into the conversation between 
Andrew Northall and Gerry 
Downing, which will no doubt 
continue amicably for some 
time. However, I was a little 
surprised by a few comments 
in comrade Northall’s letter of 
July 27.

For instance, the paragraph 
claiming that not even “one 
scintilla of the evidence 
provided” could be disproved 
seems a little eccentric, to 
say the least. Obviously a 
communist of Stalin’s calibre 
wouldn’t allow his people to 

say, ‘Confess or we’ll kill your 
family’, would he? But it was 
quite likely that - especially 
after a while under ‘enhanced 
interrogation’ - some of the 
victims would still feel that they 
needed to protect Stalin so as to 
protect the Soviet Union and so 
provided several scintillas.

I’m reminded of the montage 
assembled by, I think, David 
King of Lenin’s central 
committee of 1917. It starts 
with pictures of the members: 
“Rykov shot, Bukharin shot, 
Sverdlov dead, Stalin survivor” 
and so on. Six are listed as 
shot, seven dead (including 
Lenin). While Trotsky was, of 
course, assassinated, others 
‘disappeared’, but, all in all, 
the only ones left alive were 
Stalin and Kollontai.

Many Bolsheviks died in the 
civil war and then, along with 
Lenin’s CC comrades, many 
thousands of old Bolsheviks 
were murdered on Stalin’s 
orders. Leaving what? Crawlers 
who believed (like Andrew 
Northall, it would appear) - 
or pretended to believe - that 
Stalin could do no wrong.

Another of Northall’s 
paragraph reads: “The 
centralised, planned operations 
which took place over 1937-
38 had a clear beginning and 
end. They were targeted and 
focused primarily on ‘anti-
Soviet elements’, ‘people of 
the past’, ‘counterrevolutionary 
national contingents’ and very 
much driven by the rapidly 
deteriorating international 
situation, with impending 
war with the Nazi and fascist 
states.”

While busy killing old 
Bolsheviks - ie, “people of the 
past” - Stalin and his assistants 
were busy writing ‘history’, as 
in History of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union 
(Bolsheviks) - short course. I 
read this some years ago and 
I was struck by the absence 
of the names of Bolsheviks 
from 1917. There are plenty of 
named Mensheviks, but hardly 
any Bolsheviks.

Clearly, Lenin and Stalin 
led the revolution, and the 
Red Army in the civil war, 
pretty much all by themselves. 
Presumably the other members 
of Lenin’s central committee 
were already “anti-Soviet 
elements”. It seems surprising 
that he and Stalin didn’t root 
them out earlier! But, as 
Northall says, “Truth and facts 
are surely multifaceted and 
multidimensional.” So what do 
I know?
Jim Nelson
email

Own petards
For year upon year, we have 
watched in a mixture of horror 
and fury (even a dash of 
despair), as the imperatives 
of the capitalist paradigm 
relentlessly promoted hyper-
individualism at the expense of 
everything else.

So has that capitalist 
creature been poisoning 
itself, whilst simultaneously 
now being hoist by its own 
petard? Has it relied upon 
ersatz ethical values, upon 
multi-faceted falsehood of an 
all-pervasive nature, in order 
to sustain its perniciousness 
plus viciousness, its systems 
of control? Well, precisely and 
ironically just so - certainly by 
having managed to convince 
its populations they have 
extensive ‘freedoms’, because 
without restriction they can 
consume and eventually 
destroy the natural resources 
of their own planet Earth!

Genuine freedom of 
choices? Do they and any of 
us live within a ‘democracy’ 
or otherwise benefit from any 
actual or meaningful ‘rights’? 
Do any of us have access to 
core or even almost primeval 
‘justice’? Quite categorically 
not! Absolutely the contrary! 
Merely we possess those 
obligations to continue to 
consume and devour - and in 
doing so to perpetuate the very 
system that is poisoning both 
our body and soul.

So, yes, quite clearly 
capitalism has been hoist by 
its various own petards - as 
detonated by peddling such 
suicidal and obscene delusions.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Welcome here
Whether or not the home office 
should have consulted Rugby 
council before suggesting 
Rugby should accommodate a 
small number of asylum-seekers 
is irrelevant: we in Rugby 
Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition believe that every 
village, town and city should 
welcome asylum-seekers, 
whilst their applications are 
being heard. But the council 
is doing the opposite by 
questioning whether we should 
even accept new arrivals.

Seeking asylum is a right 
enshrined within international 
law. Asylum-seekers are 
desperate, having travelled 
hundreds of miles in often 
dangerous conditions to arrive 
where they feel safe. They have 
fled war, persecution or extreme 
poverty to leave their homeland 
and many members of their 
family behind for a new life, 
as millions have done for many 
centuries. We should welcome 
asylum-seekers with open arms 
and offer them the opportunity 
to join us in a relatively safe and 
pleasant environment.
Pete McLaren
Rugby Tusc

Stop union busting on HS2
Friday August 6, 12 noon: Demonstration. Assemble corner of 
Hampstead Road and Roberts Street, London NW1 (near Euston). 
Contractors Skanska-Costain-Strabag are breaking the agreement 
with Unite by refusing the union onsite access to HS2 members.
Organised by Unite the Union: 
www.facebook.com/uniteeastmids/videos/948837975963265.
What’s going on in Cuba?
Monday August 9, 6.30pm: Online rally. The economic crisis, 
caused by the US blockade, 243 additional sanctions and Covid-19, 
has led to shortages in food, fuel and medicines. The US blockade 
needs to end now! Speakers include Cristina Escobar (Radio 
Havana), Len McCluskey (Unite general secretary) and Richard 
Burgon MP. Register free.
Organised by Cuba Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/CubaSolidarityCampaign.
Afghanistan and Britain’s nuclear strategy
Tuesday August 10, 7.30pm: Online public meeting. After 20 years 
and 100,000 deaths, Britain is leaving Afghanistan and the Taliban 
are closing in. Now the government is cutting overseas aid, but 
increasing its nuclear weapon stockpile by 40%. Speakers: Chris 
Nineham (STWC) and Jenny Clegg (CND).
Organised by Birmingham Stop the War Coalition. 
Email ser14@btinternet.com for registration details.
Revolution and counterrevolution 1914-39
Thursday August 12, 6pm: Discussion to conclude weekly online 
political education series.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/211467213892082.
Online Communist University
Saturday August 14 to Sunday August 22: Free online school of 
Marxism. The Weekly Worker goes live for a week, with lots of time 
for debate and discussion. Provisional timetable and registration 
available now. Speakers this year include: Jack Conrad, Kevin Bean, 
Lawrence Parker, Sandy McBurney, Paul Demarty, David Broder, 
Mike Macnair, Marc Mulholland, Moshé Machover, Hillel Ticktin, 
Yassamine Mather, Tina Werkmann, Tony Greenstein, Ian Wright, 
Daniel Lazare, Lars T Lih, Gus Ootjers, Ian Watts, Camilla Power, 
Chris Knight, Michael Roberts, Anne McShane, Amanda McClean 
and Donald Parkinson.
Organised by Communist Party of Great Britain and Labour Party 
Marxists: communistuniversity.uk/cu2021-summer.
Say no to US military drone tests
Saturday August 14, 12 noon: Protest outside RAF Waddington, 
High Dike, Waddington LN5. Thousands of innocent civilians have 
been killed in US drone strikes. US company General Atomics 
conducts test flights of its Predator drone from RAF Waddington.
Organised by UK Drone Watch: dronewars.net/nousdronetests.
Jarrow rebel town festival
Saturday August 28, 11am: Parade, speeches and musicians. 
Assemble pedestrian tunnel, Tyne Street, Jarrow NE32. Led by 
Felling Silver Band. Speakers include David John Douglass and 
Arthur Scargill.
Organised by Follonsby Miners Lodge Banner Heritage and 
Community Association: www.facebook.com/FollonsbyBanner.
Walk the Tyne for Palestine
Sunday August 29, 11am: Leisurely seven-mile river walk 
fundraiser. Meet at The Keelman, Grange Road, Newburn NE15.
Organised by Newcastle Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/318699036381601.
1971 TUC and the Industrial Relations Act
Thursday September 9, 7pm: Online discussion marking 50 
years since the TUC voted to instruct unions to defy the Industrial 
Relations Act and to resist its restrictions on the right to strike. 
Speakers: John Hendy QC and Carolyn Jones (Institute of 
Employment Rights). Register free.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/events.
Wigan Diggers Festival
Saturday September 11, 11am to 9.30pm: Open-air free festival, 
The Wiend, Wigan WN1. Commemorating Gerrard Winstanley and 
the 17th century Diggers movement with music and political stalls.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival:
www.facebook.com/WiganDiggersFestival.
National Shop Stewards Network
Sunday September 12, 12 noon: Online pre-TUC rally. The 
pandemic has delivered a bosses’ offensive, including ‘fire and 
rehire’, union-busting, a public-sector pay freeze and further 
austerity. Hear from union leaders and workers how the class has 
fought back with a strike wave that has seen important victories. 
Speakers include Sarah Woolley, BFAWU general secretary.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/369079554731343.
Resist DSEI: stop arming Israel
Sunday September 12, 1pm: Demonstration. Assemble Forest Lane 
Park, Forest Gate, London E7. Protest against the DSEI arms fair, 
where exhibitors include companies supplying Israel with weapons 
to maintain military control over the Palestinian people.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/132054725662203.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

Fill in a standing order form  
(back page), donate via our  
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker

A bit short
Unfortunately, we didn’t 

reach our £2,000 fighting 
fund target for July. As I 
reported last week, we needed 
£330 in just three days, but only 
an extra £145 came our way.

This might be partially 
connected to the fact that 
subscribers will not have 
received last week’s copy 
of the Weekly Worker until 
Saturday July 31 at the earliest. 
That’s because, once again, 
our printers had problems, 
which meant that, by the time 
our team sent subscribers their 
copy, it was too late to be sorted 
by Royal Mail until the Friday. 
But rest assured, we are doing 
our best to ensure that this 
won’t happen again.

Anyway, one comrade 
responded to my plea for cash 
on the Saturday by transferring 
no less than £100 via PayPal! 
This comrade is so modest, he 
doesn’t even want his initials 
disclosed! On top of that 
BK made a last-minute bank 
transfer of £25, and we received 
a cheque for £15 from comrade 
IR. Finally, comrade Hassan 
made his usual cash donation - 
another fiver handed to one of 

our team.
So we received an extra £145 

all told, taking the final total for 
July up to £1,815. That means 
we could really do with making 
up for the £185 we were short 
this month. And, of course, 
we’ve got off to our usual good 
start, thanks to all those start-
of-the-month standing orders. 
Our thanks go out to comrades 
EW and AC (£50 each), CG 
(£30), TG (£25), MD (£20), 
MD (another one! - £16), MT 
(£15), TM (£12), MM (£11), 
AN, VP, DI and YM (£10 each), 
plus £7 from BG and £5 from 
PBS.

On top of that BB made a £50 
bank transfer and OP donated 
£30 via PayPal. Which means 
we start August with £361 in 
the kitty after just four days. But 
now we need to build on that 
good start to make sure we not 
only break through that £2,000 
barrier, but make up for the £185 
we were short last month too! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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CLIMATE

At the tipping point
Can the bourgeoisie be forced to adopt climate socialism? Highly unlikely, but we should not rule it out in 
principle. Eddie Ford highlights the necessity of a minimum programme

Recent headlines have been 
dominated by flooding in 
Belgium, Germany and China 

- London too. Then we have wildfires 
blazing in British Colombia, the 
USA, Turkey, plus the permafrost 
melting in Siberia, and so on.

There has been a discernible 
change in how the media reports 
unusual or extreme weather - usually 
linking it now to human activity - 
and there have been various stories 
about how 2021 is going to be the 
hottest and wettest ever year. This is 
in the context of the 26th UN Climate 
Change Conference (COP26) to 
be held in Glasgow, beginning 
October 31.

In preparation for that huge 
gathering of presidents, government 
ministers, top climate scientists and 
officially approved do-gooders, there 
is the ongoing preparation of the 
sixth report by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change. What 
needs to be emphasised about the 
IPCC is that the clue is in the name: 
it is a governmental panel. While 
climate scientists draw up the initial 
report, providing the raw material, it 
is government officials who go over 
it with a fine-tooth comb - putting 
all sorts of doubts and caveats into 
the text - which the scientists are 
normally very unhappy with. There 
is clearly a tension then between 
what the scientists are reporting 
and projecting - saying what needs 
to be done - and what governments 
are willing to commit themselves 
to. This year we know from leaks 
that scientists want to include in 
the report an urgent warning about 
how we are either approaching the 
climatic tipping point or have already 
reached it.

That tipping point is no mystery, 
at least to any Marxist who knows 
the ABC of dialectics - at some point, 
quantity gives way to quality. The 
classic example is of water boiling or 
freezing: what was liquid turns into 
steam or ice at certain temperatures. 
But with the climate we are talking 
about a shift from one paradigm to 
another.

The best illustration is the Gulf 
Stream, which is a warm and swift 
ocean current that originates in the 
Gulf of Mexico. If it was not for the 
Gulf Stream, Britain would be a very 
cold place indeed like Labrador or 
Siberia. What happens in a paradigm 
shift is that patterns like that get 
switched off and we end up with a 
completely different global climate 
system. None of us, not even the best 
scientists, are in a position to make 
exact predictions, as we are dealing 
with something incredibly dynamic, 
but there can be no doubt that the 
result would be dramatic - one where 
possibly the US’s grain belt turns 
into a desert or rainfall doubles over 
western Europe. And, alas, it is not 
the case that, if you manage to lower 
the temperature, then you go back to 
the previous climate pattern. Rather, 
the new climate pattern will have its 
own relative stability.

With global warming, it is, of 
course, obvious that this will go 
hand in hand with a rise in the level 
of seawater. We all know about 
Bangladesh, which is a very low-
lying country. If the waters rise, then 
much of its agriculture disappears - 
along with a lot of cities that were 
built near the coast or in low-lying 
river valleys. If sea levels rise by just 
a metre cities such as Alexandria, 
Jakarta, Lagos, Houston, Dhaka, 

Bangkok, Rotterdam, Shanghai 
and Miami face inundation. And 
scientists warn that at the extreme 
end seawater levels could rise by as 
much as 2.5 metres by 2100. That, 
even if the targets of the Paris climate 
agreement are met!

Kriegssozialismus
It is worthwhile contrasting that 
scenario with the pronouncements 
of the British government’s climate 
spokesperson, Allegra Stratton, who 
has been widely mocked - quite 
rightly - for her suggestion that 
individuals can do their bit by not 
washing plates before placing them 
in the dishwasher, or cutting your 
loaf of bread in half and putting 
the rest in the freezer (all of this 
assumes that you have a dishwasher 
or freezer, of course). The idea that, 
faced with such a catastrophe, what 
matters is washing your plates is 
risible. What we should be talking 
about is not what individuals can do, 
but the necessity of social control 
and social action.

This brings us back to COP26. 
Now, it is easy for us on the left to 
convince ourselves that capitalism 
cannot do anything about the climate 
crisis. After all, it is a system based 
on endless expansion, meaning that 
production for profit necessarily 
results in production for the sake of 
production, and a system organised 
into competing companies. To make 
matters even worse, rival centres 
of capital are protected by rival 
states. One state seeks advantage 
or dominance over others. This 
produces a pyramidical structure of 
states with a global hegemon which 
can offload its problems to others 
further down the pyramid, causing 
bitter resentments, and hence 
generates constant challengers to 
the hegemon. A recipe for conflict, 
tension and eventually war.

Having said that, it is certainly 
worthwhile considering the history 
of capitalism over the last century 
and more - especially the emergence 
of organised capitalism which 
began with World War I. In 1916 
the German high command turned 
to what they called ‘war socialism’ 
(Kriegssozialismus). Obviously, they 
did not introduce that phrase because 
they had any socialist inclinations 
themselves, but because the law 
of value had to be temporarily 
suspended and a large section of the 
population were socialistic (roughly 
a third electorally). They used the 
phrase both as a sop and because 
they knew that if they continued to 
rely on the market they were done 
for.

What is remarkable is that 
Germany fought a dogged war on 
two fronts, taking on tsarist Russia in 
the east - which had vast reserves of 
manpower - and imperial France to 

the west with its global empire, and 
also the global hegemon, Britain, 
with its even more massive empire: 
and later on, the US joins the fight too. 
Under those formidable conditions, 
it is amazing that Germany survived 
for as long as it did, ending up with a 
negotiated peace. True, it was under 
unfavourable terms that meant being 
saddled with ‘the victor’s peace’, 
including onerous reparations, but 
its ability to keep on fighting against 
such tremendous odds was precisely 
because of Kriegssozialismus. 
Production was organised to meet 
needs (specifically those of the 
German war machine).

The same thing happened in 
World War II. Interestingly the 
most militarised capitalist country 
in that war was not Nazi Germany, 
but Great Britain - buoyed along by 
massive amounts of American aid 
and its own version of war socialism. 
The home front, after all, was 
organised by the Labour Party, whilst 
Winston Churchill was in charge of 
the foreign front. A neat division of 
labour in every sense.

Deputy prime minister Clement 
Attlee and Labour ministers such 
as Arthur Greenwood, Ernest Bevin 
and Stafford Cripps exercised 
tremendous power. As a result, there 
was the mobilisation of a very high 
percentage of the male population 
into the armed forces and a parallel 
mobilisation of the female population 
into the armed forces … and into the 
factories and fields - which many 
found liberating. There was strict 
rationing and state control over 
industry, agricultural production and 
transport (including haulage and the 
ports). In other words, all across the 
board there was the organisation of 
the economy by the state.

Looking back at this history, 
the argument essentially goes that 
capitalism was still capitalism even 
when - in defence of the capitalist 
state - it temporarily suspended the 
law of value and produced on the 
basis of need. You can easily make 
the same argument when it comes 
to the Covid pandemic, not least in 
Britain - the land of Thatcherism. 
Without hesitation, the chancellor 
tore up the economic textbooks - his 
economic textbooks of the Chicago 
School and how you cannot buck the 
market, of how the state can never 
produce any useful results. All that 
was scrapped with furloughs and 
lockdowns, with the government 
throwing money at vaccine 
production, which saw AstraZeneca 
(a British-Swedish company) 
agreeing with the scientists at Oxford 
University to work on a non-profit 
basis. Yes, it was state action - not 
private enterprise, not the market or 
‘greed’ - that alone could handle the 
Covid disaster.

All this is not a million miles 

away from Lenin and the Bolsheviks 
in 1917. Faced with the collapse of 
tsarism - and with it the collapse of 
the economy - they argued that the 
only way to avoid total breakdown 
was for the soviets to take state power. 
The Bolshevik programme was not 
to introduce full-blown socialism 
in backward Russia - that was 
impossible. But a soviet government 
could arm the masses, nationalise 
the banks, impose rationing on all 
classes, ensure workers’ control over 
production and redistribute land to 
the peasants. The war communism 
of 1918-21 was a variant of that idea.

Solutions
Regarding Glasgow and COP26, 
could the capitalist powers - plus, of 
course, China - agree to carry out a 
programme of climate socialism? 
They seem to have no problem 
with centralised state action, 
when it comes to conducting war 
and building weapons of mass 
destruction. Could they take the 
same approach to climate change?

Communists should take an open-
ended view on this question. What we 
can say, though, is that with a system 
organised on the basis of competition 
between capitals and competition 
between states, it is very unlikely. 
But we should not in principle rule it 
out. Why? Because the working class 
is in no position whatsoever today, or 
in the near future, to end the rule of 
capital. Not on a global scale, not 
even in one leading country. Hence, 
we must of necessity agitate, educate 
and organise around an immediate, a 
minimum programme of avoiding the 
impending catastrophe of runaway 
climate change. To get an idea of 
what we are talking about look at the 
CPGB’s Draft programme on this 
question.

Here is what it has to say:

Global warming and the danger of 
runaway climate change have to be 
dealt with as a matter of extreme 
urgency. But we should be on 
guard against pseudo-solutions. 
Carbon offsets and carbon 
trading amount to greenwashing 
capitalism. Blaming population 
numbers in poor countries easily 
leads to Malthusian programmes 
and terrible human suffering. 
Launching reflective aerosols 
into the stratosphere, ocean 
mirrors, cloud thinning and space 
sunshades would, quite probably, 
lead to unintended, potentially, 
irreversible, consequences.

Instead communists present 
these demands:
n Rapidly transition away 
from coal, oil, gas and nuclear 
power towards wind, tidal, solar, 
geothermal and other renewables.
n Reduce energy demand: bring 
home and work closer together, 
support workers who want flexible 
working arrangements; encourage 
online meetings, cycling, walking 
and staycations; introduce free 
local and urban public transport; 
discourage the consumption of 
meat and dairy products; put 
limits on air travel and car use; 
ensure that the existing housing 
stock is radically upgraded and 
exacting building standards are 
enforced; impose swingeing taxes 
on big scale polluters.
n Aim to go beyond carbon 
neutral as soon as possible.
n Where feasible, rewild: forests, 
natural floodplains, marshes, 

fens and heath land should be re-
established. Strive to reintroduce 
the full array of native flora 
and fauna. Grouse moors, deer-
stalking estates and upland sheep 
runs would be prime targets for 
returning to nature.
n Concrete jungles, urban sprawl, 
using rivers and seas as common 
sewers, huge farms and intensive 
meat and dairy production result 
in substantial damage to the 
biosphere. Nationalise the land 
and waterways.
n Towns and cities should be full 
of trees, roof gardens, planted 
walls, allotments, wild parks and 
small-scale cooperative farms.
n Destructive fishing practices 
such as bottom trawling should be 
banned. Inshore seas must include 
wide no-catch areas. The aim 
should be to fully restore marine 
life and thus create a sustainable 
fishing industry.

Such a programme goes hand in 
hand with organising the working 
class into a mass Communist Party 
and winning the battle for extreme 
democracy.

Left to themselves the national 
states of today’s world are highly 
unlikely to do enough, fast enough 
to even meet the 30C maximum 
temperature rise agreed in Paris. 
Hence, the temptation of the pseudo-
solutions mentioned in the CPGB’s 
Draft programme. Take the Climate 
Crisis Advisory Group, which 
includes amongst its ranks Sir David 
King, former government chief 
scientific advisor. According to this 
august body, things have gone so 
far that only geo-engineering offers 
a way out of catastrophic climate 
change. The CCAG is therefore 
recommending refreezing the Arctic 
ice-sheet by putting in place a 
giant white cloud cover during the 
three months of the polar summer. 
The hope is that this would reflect 
sunlight back into space so as to 
allow the regrowth of lost ice. The 
CCAG calculates that this measure 
would have to stay in place for 20 or 
30 years to have the desired effect.

Now, you can just about see the 
Americans agreeing to that - except 
those living in Alaska. But it is hard 
to imagine the Canadians being 
particularly enthusiastic about the 
idea and Russia would strenuously 
object.

After all, when it comes to 
such proposals, we are not only in 
the realm of science fiction, but, 
when it comes to human action on 
the rest of nature, there is also the 
law of unintended consequences 
to consider. For instance, what 
happens to St Petersburg and other 
northern cities such a Arkhangelsk, 
Murmansk and Severomorsk? 
Part of the year they are already 
frozen in and the Russians have to 
use nuclear-powered ice-breakers 
to supply them. But what if that 
became permanent? 

Given our present knowledge, 
we are not talking about an exact 
science, or anything like it. What 
produces a drop in temperature in the 
Arctic does not necessarily take you 
back to the global climate pattern you 
had in pre-industrial times. The idea 
that you simply cool the world down 
somehow and everything becomes 
fine and dandy, is delusional and 
dangerous l

eddie.ford@weklyworker.co.uk

Global system not equipped to deal with global problems
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Delusions of denialism
The exoneration of Paul Blackledge at the high court raises serious questions over the Kimber-Leather 
leadership, writes Paul Demarty

A couple of weeks ago, a 
defamation claim was settled 
at the high court.

Paul Blackledge, a former Leeds-
based professor of politics and 
University and College Union 
activist, was accused by an 
anonymous blogger of rape last year. 
The accusations in fact dated back to 
2016. They were, so far as we know, 
never investigated by the police, but 
were by Leeds Beckett University 
(where Blackledge worked) and by 
the UCU. The former dropped the 
matter; the latter barred him from 
official positions under a broadly-
written rule effectively against 
‘bringing the union into disrepute’. 
A legal appeal to the trade union 
certification officer was rejected.

The blog’s ostensible aim was 
to bring the #MeToo movement to 
the UCU, but clearly discernible in 
its posts was an animus towards the 
Socialist Workers Party, of which 
Blackledge had been a member for 
decades. The SWP is a major force 
in the UCU left, and is politically 
vulnerable on such questions 
(not that there has been a hint or 
a squeak about any of this in the 
pages of Socialist Worker). In fact, 
outside the very narrow circles of 
the far left, the campaign does not 
really seem to have taken off, and 
Blackledge’s fate remained his own. 
Job done, well as far as the SWP 
leadership was concerned … till 
now that is.

Total falsity
The high court judgment is pretty 
damning for everyone involved, 
apart from Blackledge himself. On 
the factual basis for the allegations 
against him, the honourable Mr 
Justice Saini concludes:

I am satisfied on the evidence that 
[Blackledge] has never committed 
any form of sexual harassment, 
sexual assault or rape. I also 
accept that he was devastated by 
these false allegations and finds 
the very idea of sexual violence 
abhorrent.

The blogger, who remains 
anonymous and did not defend 
him or herself, “cynically used 
the #MeToo debate as part of their 
strategy”. Blackledge was awarded 
£70,000 in damages plus costs - 
“this substantial sum is intended to 
reflect and signal the total falsity 
of the allegations” - along with a 
court order for Google to remove 
the offending blog. But it is not clear 
how he will collect that money, when 
all he has to go on is a Proton email 
address.1 Another blog, containing 
(anonymous) statements from 
purported survivors, remains up. It 
is likely that the reputational damage 
he has suffered is irreversible. (Here, 
we should note, that we wrote on this 
affair last year in terms that could be 
taken to imply that the allegations 
against Blackledge were sincere and 
could, if necessary, be testified to in 
court, which was clearly a mistake 
on our part.2)

There is some interest from 
the strictly legal point of view, in 
that this is the first time an order 
has been served against Google, 
under section 13 of the Defamation 
Act. “Unfortunately, the general 
legislative steer under the act shifts 
liability away from intermediaries,” 
lamented a certain Iain Wilson, 
a defamation lawyer, to the Law 
Gazette. Perhaps Blackledge’s 

case will form part of the tissue 
of precedents for a clampdown on 
‘online abuse’, as demanded after 
many recent moral panics on the 
theme. Coverage of the case in 
the rightwing press has tended to 
highlight the defendant’s anonymity.

It is regrettable, of course, when 
socialists resort to the courts to settle 
disputes in the labour movement, 
which is clearly part of what was 
going on here (the use of allegations 
against Blackledge to witch-hunt the 
SWP). It is even more so when the 
laws in question are the monstrous 
provisions in this country against 
libel and defamation. It is difficult to 
see where else comrade Blackledge 
could have gone, however. The 
procedures under which he was 
disciplined by the UCU were 
laughable. The confidentiality 
around the case, coupled with 
the denial of the possibility of his 
confronting his accusers, saw to that.

This is not a view likely to be 
shared widely on the left, which has 
generally adopted a feminist position 
that one should prima facie believe 
accusers in this sort of case - a good 
idea - but then taken it to override 
all considerations of procedural 
fairness and natural justice - a very, 
very bad idea. The gravity of the 
accusations have nothing to do with 
it - it would not matter if Blackledge 
were accused of stealing sweets 
or participating in the Rwandan 
genocide; if we do not support his 
right to contest allegations against 
him, then we essentially reproduce 
the ‘morality’ of the tabloids as 
regards those accused of sex crimes. 
And, just as the ‘bring back hanging’ 
headlines offer dubious comfort to 
the bereaved relatives of the victims 
of terrible crimes, but serve instead 
as a means of manipulation of their 
readers, so an absolute commitment 
to ‘believe the survivors’ merely 
renders us pliable and credulous, 
with no obvious benefit to survivors 
in general.

In this case, the net effect was 
to allow (for a time) the UCU 
bureaucracy to ‘make the problem 
go away’ to their own benefit. 
Even Blackledge’s subsequent 
legal challenges leave the union 
substantially unscathed.

Bitter legacy
Of course, the UCU was not the 
only organisation acting with a 
view to making things go away. If 
Blackledge was poorly treated by the 
union in which he was an activist, 
how much more so the organisation 
to which he dedicated his adult life?

The story necessarily begins three 
years before any allegations were 
made. In 2013, the SWP was smashed 
to pieces by another series of rape 

allegations, against former national 
organiser Martin Smith. The group’s 
disputes committee (DC), instead 
of recommending the reporting of 
these serious criminal allegations to 
the police, opted to engage in Law 
and order: special victims unit-
type cosplay. Insanely, this group - 
consisting entirely of senior SWPers 
who were long-time acquaintances 
and comrades of Smith, and 
presumably barely aware of the 
young woman in Birmingham who 
accused him - thought itself better 
equipped to adjudicate on this matter 
than the bourgeois state, however 
poor the latter’s record. The whole 
affair was handled confidentially (of 
course), but details leaked out, and 
at the SWP conference in January 
2013 the DC’s annual report was put 
to a vote. It was the first time many 
hundreds of members had heard of 
the matter in any detail. Though the 
DC report was approved - narrowly - 
a transcript of the debate was leaked 
to two publications (one of them 
being this paper). A year and two 
special conferences later, there had 
been two damaging splits.

The split was between 
immediate and open rebels, ‘softer’ 
oppositionists and fanatical Smith 
loyalists. The core leadership of the 
group decided to support the latter, 
and set up the other two for inevitable 
walkouts. The more ‘radical’ 
oppositionists travelled more or less 
directly to identity politics and split 
into atoms; the softer elements still 
exist, more or less, as Revolutionary 
Socialism in the 21st Century (but 
they are not relevant to our story).

The problem was with the 
people left behind. By the end of 
all this, another allegation had 
surfaced against Smith. He was 
put out to pasture ... and was never 
to be mentioned again. The reality 
had dawned that the ‘party’ was in 
deep trouble, and that its conduct 
in relation to the Smith case was 
obviously inexcusable outside the 
epistemic closure of SWP loyalism. 
If the core leadership faction had 
thought they could just tough it out, 
they now knew they could not get 
away with it. Petitions to exclude 
SWP fractions from campuses and 
trade unions became common. 
Before 2013, their enemies in the 
movement considered them an 
irritant, while softer-left elements 
tolerated their eccentricities within 
reason. Now their name was mud.

For all that, they did not break 
with the pro-Smith crew. Amy 
Leather, their leading light, became 
joint-national organiser. (Blackledge, 
a supporter of Smith and Leather in 
2013, was one of a handful of serious 
party intellectuals who stuck with 
the group.) Its politics became ever 

more sterile and reduced to a shrill 
echo of identity politics (ironically, 
considering the leadership’s habit 
of accusing the 2013 oppositions of 
‘giving up on the working class’).

When Blackledge was first 
accused of sexual misconduct then, 
the SWP discreetly suspended him 
and kept quiet. When he decided to 
launch his appeal to the certification 
officer, he tapped his old Newcastle 
SWP comrade, Yunus Bakhsh - 
himself once the victim of a sustained 
victimisation campaign in Unison, 
but by then a barrister and something 
of a legal expert in the area.

Things simmered for a while 
until the anonymous blog appeared 
last year. Alerted to Bakhsh’s 
involvement, the SWP abruptly 
suspended him; but before he could 
even appeal against the suspension, 
Amy Leather descended on 
Newcastle for a two-hour struggle 
session. Bakhsh was not present, 
but his close comrades and indeed 
his partner was; they were subjected 
to tirades about how unforgivable 
Yunus’s betrayal was, riddled with 
factual errors (Leather and other 
SWP tops claim that Blackledge was 
expelled in 2015, when he had not 
officially ceased being a member 
until 2018, for example; and also 
that Bakhsh must have known 
about his ‘expulsion’, even though 
it neither happened nor would have 
been advertised even if it had, given 
that all this stuff is - naturally! - 
confidential).

As a result, and in the context 
of (what else?) accusations of 
sexism and bullying in the branch, 
12 members resigned, including 
Bakhsh. Others who did not do so 
submitted a protest to that year’s 
internal Pre-Conference Bulletins, 
which the leadership mysteriously 
chose not to publish. Bad feelings 
persist, and with this judgment one 
member, Gary Duke, is circulating 
an email he wrote to Amy Leather 
and Charlie Kimber, calling for their 
resignations.

Consequences
The high court judgment leaves 
the SWP looking in very bad 
disrepute indeed. It failed to oppose 
a ridiculous disciplinary procedure 
against one of its own members, to 
avoid embarrassment, and also to 
avoid embarrassment hushed up all 
mention of it within the organisation. 
This led another prominent member 
- Bakhsh - to defend Blackledge, 
thereby re-entangling the SWP in 
the case, and making it inevitable 
that Bakhsh would be thrown to the 
wolves at a later date (besides further 
entrenching the SWP’s reputation 
for dishonesty). As Duke puts it to 
Kimber and Leather:

The SWP leadership including 
both of you, decided to jettison 
any commitment to defending 
the absolute right of individuals 
to a fair hearing, and to the 
concept of the provision of, 
and to the hearing of evidence, 
as the basis for natural justice. 
The party and you both instead 
decided that reliance on hearsay 
and anonymous and defamatory 
allegations and damaging smears 
were sufficient.3

They had jettisoned any such 
‘commitments’ long ago - comrade 
Duke ought to revisit the sordid 
history of the 2013-14 chaos. But 
in truth any number of summary 

expulsions dating back decades 
will testify to that. What has been 
jettisoned more recently - in spite 
of the bullish pretences of central 
committee perspectives documents 
- has been the SWP’s old arrogance, 
its instinctive understanding that the 
only thing standing between it and 
the revolution was the willingness 
of ordinary members to obey orders 
unquestioningly, to sell enough 
papers and give out enough placards 
on anti-racist demonstrations. 
Whether they admit it or not, the 
SWP leadership has now been 
disabused of that illusion - it knows 
that the patience of ordinary members 
has definite limits. The master-slave 
dialectic has reached its climax.

Whatever else can be said, 
comrade Duke is right about one thing 
at least: Kimber and Leather - and 
the whole lot of them - should resign 
their posts. In truth, they should have 
done that after the far worse failings 
of 2013-14, which destroyed their 
group’s reputation, such as it was, 
and turned half or more of its active 
membership into vicious enemies. 
An army officer who did that to his 
regiment would count himself lucky 
to be court-martialled, since at least 
that way he would not be fragged. At 
this point - after eight years of crisis 
and steep decline, in which the group 
has been a useless bystander in the 
key political struggles in the Labour 
Party and a bag-carrier for bourgeois 
anti-racists - a total leadership 
overhaul is comically overdue. The 
only problem is: who is there to 
replace the likes of Charlie Kimber 
and Amy Leather, except dead-eyed 
clones?

If the SWP is likely to learn 
nothing as usual, what is there 
for the rest of us to pick up? The 
lesson widely drawn from the 
Smith affair was that sexism and 
misogyny needed to be taken much 
more seriously, and indeed in some 
respects they were, and are. But in 
this precise connection it is off the 
point. The SWP was always happy 
to tail feminist causes in its usual 
indelicate style, and has happily 
repeated the #MeToo slogans of 
the day since the Smith case. It 
nonetheless fails repeatedly in these 
kinds of ‘crises of decision’.

In truth, the connection between 
its errors in 2013 and the Blackledge 
affair is precisely the question 
of transparency. The SWP and 
UCU alike chose to impose broad 
confidentiality on proceedings, and 
in both cases miscarried justice. And 
in the end that is not surprising - 
confidentiality is a kind of property 
right, which devolves to those ‘in 
the know’: the bureaucracy (or the 
SWP leadership). A truly democratic 
movement is incompatible with such 
secretive mechanisms, whether done 
in the name of defending the joint-
national secretaries or ‘believing 
survivors’. Though bourgeois justice 
really is a sham, the one element 
unambiguously worth preserving 
- and radically extending - is the 
commitment to procedural fairness, 
and to procedures being seen to be 
fair l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/
QB/2021/1994.htm.
2. See ‘Another fine mess’ Weekly Worker 
April 30 2020: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1297/another-fine-mess.
3. drive.google.com/file/d/1d6Jig3AtDK3sa0
0UjlskHxw8IMAH75Zt/view.
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The Imam, the strikers 
and the black, black oil
There are rich lessons for today in the experiences of the oil strikes of 1978. In the first of two articles 
Peyman Jafari charts the incredibly difficult struggle for organisation, hegemony and strategy

“W e are melting away,” 
lamented the shah, 
Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi, on December 26 1978 
in a phone tap of a conversation 
with his advisor and former prime 
minister, Ali Amini.1 Although 
mass demonstrations were creating 
havoc at the time, his desperation 
was caused by the strikes in the oil 
industry. Less than seven weeks 
later, the monarchy was gone.

Although there are other historical 
examples of mass mobilisations 
among oil workers, the oil strikes 
from September 1978 to February 
1979 in Iran are, to my knowledge, 
the only case that heavily determined 
the outcome of a revolution. 
Therefore, this episode provides a 
particularly interesting opportunity 
to explore the politics of labour in the 
oil industry in two ways. One puts 
politics back into the study of labour 
in general, and in the oil industry 
in particular, since it has been often 
left out following the ‘cultural turn’ 
in labour studies. The second refers 
to the importance of putting labour 
back into politics, as most political 
science studies have tended to 
attribute the mediation between oil 
and national politics solely to the 
nexus between finance and elites, 
thus ignoring the agency of labour.

The first part of this article 
provides a brief summary of the 
development of the oil strikes 
prior to the 1979 revolution and 
demonstrates their paralysing 
impact on the state apparatus. 
The second part argues that the 
oil strikes were a key link in 
the developments that created 
revolutionary centres of power that 
emerged in parallel to the existing 
state in early 1979 - a situation 
known as dual power. A detailed 
history of this episode is provided 
in order to explain the mechanisms 
through which the forces around 
ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini took 
control of the oil strikes - a strategic 
move that allowed them to steer 
the revolutionary movement and 
determine its outcome.

This latter aspect has received 
much less attention in the 
historiography of the Iranian 
revolution, which has focused more 
on its causes. Moreover, the outcome 
of the revolution is often discussed 
in mere ideological terms - the 
resonance of Khomeini’s discourse 
through Shia symbolism2 - and 
focuses on the ‘consolidation’ period 
following the fall of the monarchy 
in February 1979. Arguing that the 
political strategies of the preceding 
months and the role of the oil strikes 
in the emergence of dual power were 
crucial, this article makes a new 
contribution to the historiography of 
the Iranian revolution.

Fuelling revolution
On the eve of the revolution, the 
oil industry was organised around 
the National Iranian Oil Company 
(NIOC) and its subsidiaries, plus the 
Oil Services Company of Iran (Osco), 
owned by foreign companies, and 
a number of private subcontractors. 
The oil industry employed relatively 
few workers, compared to its 
production of five to six million 
barrels a day, but their numbers were 
still considerable. Around 2.3% of 

the 3.54 million Iranian workers 
- 4.5% when those employed by 
subcontractors are included - worked 
in the oil industry.3

When the first oil strikes took place 
in September 1978, a revolutionary 
movement had already been 
developing since January, mainly in 
the form of mass demonstrations. By 
June, however, the demonstrations 
had receded and, when they 
resurfaced in late August during the 
holy month of Ramadan, they were 
violently repressed on Bloody Friday 
(September 8). By then, it looked 
as if the regime would survive the 
political crisis, as it had on other 
occasions. As late as September 28, 
the prognosis of the US Defence 
Intelligence Agency was that the 
shah “is expected to remain actively 
in power over the next 10 years”.4 In 
the next two months, however, the 
revolutionary movement acquired a 
qualitatively different character, as 
protests spread to workplaces and 
mass strikes erupted in the major 
economic sectors.

In the oil industry, the strikes 
developed in four phases. The first 
strikes started on September 8 in 
the Tehran refinery and spread to 
other refineries and the oilfields of 
Ahwaz, Gachsaran and Aqajari. This 
prompted Savak, the shah’s secret 
police, to report that the oil strikes 
“have no precedent in recent years; 
the strikes must have developed 
among workers in the national 
oil company very quickly”.5 By 
early October 1978, however, they 
had subsided after officials made 
concessions. But a second wave 
started when oil workers in Abadan 
staged a sit-in on October 16. These 
strikes faded in the last two weeks 
of November, but in the meantime 
oil workers had become better 
organised.

At Abadan refinery, the blue-collar 
workers formed a 13-member strike 
committee (komiteh-ye hamahangi 
va nezarat) in late October.6 They 
were in contact with the strike 
committee of the white-collar 
workers in Ahwaz, the Association 
of Oil Industry Staff Employees, 
consisting of 60 representatives 
elected from the different offices 
of the oil company in Ahwaz. A 
founding member explained the 
process:

The representatives were not 
elected by secret ballot. The vote 
took place in front of everyone. 

We put up a list on the wall. 
People came and signed their 
names next to the name of their 
preferred candidate. There were 
usually five or six candidates per 
position. The first duty of these 
representatives was to organise 
the association of professional and 
office workers. So we called this 
body the Organising Committee 
of Oil Industry Employees.7

The association was further 
formalised in the last week of 
November, with the election of 
a coordinating committee. In the 
Tehran refinery, a secret strike 
committee of blue-collar workers 
had been active since September, but 
a new committee including white-
collar workers was established in 
the second week of November. Its 
12 representatives were elected from 
the various refinery departments.8 
In late November, the Common 
Syndicate of the Employees of the 
Iranian Oil Industry was established 
to represent the blue-collar and 
white-collar workers in the oil, gas 
and petrochemical industry, but 
despite its name it mainly operated 
in Tehran.

The composition of the strike 
committees differed from place to 
place, but often the leading members 
belonged to or sympathised with the 
organisations of the left, including 
the Fedayeen and to a lesser degree 
the Tudeh Party, or the Islamist 
leftist People’s Mojahedin. Others 
were followers of Khomeini or 
independents. It is notable, however, 
that when the strikes erupted the 
presence of the organised left was 
very weak among the oil workers 
- state repression had diminished 
the space for open political 
activities, which was reinforced and 
exacerbated by the guerrilla strategy 
of the main currents of the left.

During the strikes, however, the 
left recruited new members and 
increased its influence. In Ahwaz, 
35% of the delegates of the strike 
committee that oil workers had 
elected in November 1978 were 
“Marxists”. But, after the fall of 
the monarchy, the supporters of 
Khomeini - in coalition with liberal 
Islamic figures like Mehdi Bazargan, 
who headed the Provisional 
Government - manoeuvred to 
marginalise the left and organised 
new elections, in which the left 
gained 15%. According to the same 
report, only five of the 40 members of 

the Abadan refinery strike committee 
were leftwingers at this stage.9 It is 
important to note, however, that most 
of the Islamist members of the strike 
committees and later the Islamic 
shoras (councils) belonged to the 
‘left’ faction that supported a form 
of self-management and thus clashed 
with the new managers in 1979-81 - 
a conflict that led to the repression 
and dissolution of the shoras.

Having established a stronger 
organisational structure, the oil 
workers resumed their strike in early 
December - this time with explicitly 
political demands that focused on 
the departure of the shah. Following 
Khomeini’s call for a general strike 
on December 2, to coincide with 
the beginning of the holy month of 
Moharram, the Common Syndicate 
issued a call for a general strike in 
the oil industry. The Abadan refinery 
took the lead once again, but the 
strikes spread to the offshore oil 
platforms and the Ahwaz and Marun 
oilfields in the following days.10 In 
Gachsaran and Aghajari workers 
were forced to work at bayonet point, 
but they went on strike at the end of 
the second week of December. The 
government’s increased repression 
in December backfired, as over 
6,000 oil workers quit their jobs 
when officials threatened to dismiss 
striking workers.11

Demands
The fourth and final phase of the 
oil strikes that started in the last 
days of 1978 was not marked by 
an interlude, but by a qualitative 
change. While the strike committees 
of the oil workers had taken control 
of oil production at the local level, 
Khomeini set up a committee that 
took over national coordination of 
the oil strikes. I will return to discuss 
this phase, which lasted until the 
strikes officially ended on February 
17 1979, but let us first look at the oil 
workers’ demands during the strike.

The oil strikes, like any other 
class-based protest, involved an 
uneven and complex process of 
social mobilisation and articulation 
of demands that depended on 
various factors, such as one’s 
position within the labour process, 
traditions of activism, as well as 
political, ethnic and religious factors. 
Oil workers’ propensity to strike 
differed, of course, but the resulting 
tensions were usually overcome by 
persuasion or social pressure.12 As 
far as violence was involved, the 

targets were foreign and Iranian 
managers and the perpetrators were 
political activists.13

Oil workers had different 
demands, which shifted from 
economic to political ones in the 
context of the revolution and due 
to the fact that the oil workers’ 
employer was the state. The claim 
that oil workers in Iran, as in the rest 
of the developing world, constituted 
a “labour aristocracy” ignored the 
great differences among white-
collar and blue-collar workers, the 
permanent and the contract workers, 
their harsh working conditions, 
and their connections to the wider 
working class communities. The 
oil workers did not have many 
acute socioeconomic grievances 
except rising house prices, but 
the blue-collar workers intensely 
resented the structural differences 
they experienced with white-collar 
workers.

The latter felt the same about 
foreign workers, the proportion of 
which in the total white-collar staff 
increased from 4% in 1968 to 13% 
in 1977. Opposition to political 
repression in the workplace and in 
wider society, as well as the foreign 
domination of Iran, also motivated 
oil workers.14 By late October 1978, 
they were demanding among other 
things an end to martial law, the 
release of all political prisoners, the 
Iranianisation of the oil industry, an 
end to discrimination against female 
employees, and the dissolution of 
Savak.15

Although a full account of the oil 
strikes still needs to be written, there 
is no doubt about their crucial role in 
toppling the monarchy by damaging 
its revenues and boosting the morale 
of the opposition. As a journalist 
predicted at the time, “The survival 
of the government may well depend 
on the shah’s ability to put an end to 
the oil strike before the loss of export 
oil revenue combines with the effect 
of other labour disruption to put 
Iran’s economy in total disarray.”16 
As the strikes continued, both the 
military and ministries faced fuel 
shortages.

The oil strikes severely 
undermined the state’s administrative, 
financial and repressive capacity, but 
they had the opposite impact on the 
revolutionary movement. While the 
media were strictly censored until 
November 1978 and did not report 
on the demonstrations, the oil strikes 
created fuel shortages that could not 
remain unnoticed. Most importantly, 
after the strike of workers in the oil 
depots near Tehran was announced 
on national radio on October 21, 
thousands rushed to petrol stations. 
“The shortage of fuel creates havoc 
in Tehran traffic,” read the front page 
of the widely read daily Ettela’at 
the next day. For the first time, the 
official media gave broad coverage 
to the oil strikes, which helped them 
take centre stage in the revolutionary 
discourse and increased the self-
confidence of the oil workers.

The fuel shortages intensified in 
the last weeks of 1978 and in early 
1979, creating an acute awareness of 
the gravity of the crisis that engulfed 
the state, because an increasing 
number of Iranians were directly 
experiencing the consequences - for 
instance, when queuing for fuel. 
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Thus by targeting a commodity 
that everyone in Iran considered to 
be the life-blood of the monarchy 
and something they depended on 
in their own everyday life, the oil 
workers helped to create the sense 
of what Charles Kurzman has called 
a “viable” movement - a movement 
that was perceived as a challenger of 
the status quo in the consciousness 
of a broad layer of the population.17 
Given its place in Iranian everyday 
life, oil was a key transmitter of 
revolutionary consciousness, which 
flowed from the sites of production 
and refining into the households.

Dual power
As we saw earlier, the oil strikes 
had become more organized and 
effective by December 1978, causing 
a massive shortage of fuel by early 
January 1979. On January 6 1979 
Ettela’at reported:

Tehran and most of the provinces 
are confronted with a shortage of 
petroleum, gasoline and diesel. 
More than half of the cars are 
not used, most houses can’t be 
warmed while the weather is cold, 
and there are long queues for 
petrol and gasoline in the streets.

It added that domestic consumption 
of fuel in the winter was estimated 
to be around 960,000 barrels per day 
- almost four times higher than oil 
production at that time.18

At this crucial stage of the 
revolution, the oil strikes became a 
launching pad for the establishment 
of revolutionary institutions: the Oil 
Strikes Coordinating Committee 
(OSCC), the neighbourhood 
committees (later the Committees of 
the Islamic Revolution) and the secret 
Council of the Islamic Revolution. 
All three, I argue, are closely linked 
to the dynamic of the oil strikes - a 
connection that has received little 
attention in the historiography of the 
Iranian revolution.19

The nucleus of an alternative 
political pole had already emerged 
in September 1978, when Khomeini 
appointed a small number of clerical 
leaders to act on his behalf in 
Tehran. Khomeini then asked Mehdi 
Bazargan, leader of the religious-
liberal Freedom Movement of Iran 
(FMI), to propose the inclusion 
of new members who could lead 
the transition of power in the post-
shah era. This group of 18 people 
regularly met to discuss strategies 
and advised Khomeini, forming 
the core of the future Council of 
the Islamic Revolution that was 
established in January 1979.20 The 
transfer of power into the hands of 
the Council of the Islamic Revolution 
was aided by the establishment of the 
Oil Strikes Coordinating Committee, 
which was created to prevent the 
autonomy of the strike committees 
in the oil industry.

As the oil strikes were becoming 
more organised and effective 
in December 1978, the idea of 
establishing a committee for their 
supervision was floated in the group 
of 18. Bazargan then asked Ebrahim 
Yazdi, another prominent FMI 
member, to propose the creation 
of this committee to Khomeini.21 
On December 29 1978, Khomeini 
wrote a letter to Bazargan (the text 
of which was mainly written by 
Bazargan himself), requesting him 
to lead a committee, to which I will 
refer as the Oil Strikes Coordinating 
Committee (OSCC).22 As the letter 
made clear, Khomeini was worried 
that the shah would use the fuel 
shortage to legitimise the crackdown 
on the revolutionary movement, and 
at the same time he tried to win the 
oil workers’ support by demanding 
that the military leave the oilfields 
and installations.23

In the letter, Khomeini asked 
Bazargan to lead a committee of five 

people, which should include Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani and the engineer, 
Mostafa Katira’i. The remaining 
two members were to be selected 
by Bazargan, who then appointed 
two more engineers, Kazem Hasibi, 
a veteran of the oil nationalisation 
movement and a leading figure in 
the National Front and the FMI, 
and Hashem Sabaghian, another 
prominent member of the FMI. Other 
engineers played an important role 
in organising the practical activities 
of the committee - highlighting the 
essential role university-trained 
religious members of the new middle 
class would come to play in building 
the post-revolutionary institutions.

After praising the oil workers, 
Khomeini describes the main task 
of the OSCC, which was to visit 
the oilfields and installations in 
order to convince the workers to 
send some of their colleagues back 
to work to guarantee production 
for domestic consumption. This 
was not an easy task, as oil workers 
blamed the fuel shortages on the 
military government. The Common 
Syndicate, for instance, issued this 
statement on December 31:

Compatriots, there is a variety 
of fuel present in depots to serve 
domestic consumption for a year, 
but the regime, which is installed 
by foreigners, is not distributing 
it in order to change the direction 
of the holy struggle of the people 
and to sow discord in the rows of 
the militants.24

Following Khomeini’s letter, on 
December 29 Bazargan started his 
activities as head of the OSCC, 
meeting with the new director of 
NIOC, Abdollah Entezam, who 
agreed to the following measures:
n the departure of the military from 
all oilfields and installations;
n the departure of all military 
personnel who had been assigned to 
work in the oil industry;
n the reinstatement of the strikers 
who had been sacked and the right 
of return for those workers who had 
been thrown out of their company 
houses;
n the release of all arrested oil 
workers;
n the payment to oil employees of 
wages and salaries not received since 
November.

Having won these concessions, 
Bazargan and Rafsanjani travelled to 
the oil workers in the south, calling 
on them to resume work.25 Khomeini 
and more than 200 clerics threw their 
weight in as well, urging oil workers 
to negotiate with Bazargan and 
NIOC head Entezam.26

In the following weeks, the OSCC 
issued a number of internal reports, 
public communiqués and decrees 
that provide an overview of its 
activities and decisions, establishing 
its authority as an administrative 
organ. The decrees illustrate how 
the OSCC was gradually taking over 
the organisation of the oil strikes 
and related activities. The first, on 
January 5 1979, for instance, called 
on the security guards to guarantee the 
safety of the oil installation,27 while 
the second called on the pipeline 
workers to resume work and conduct 
the necessary maintenance work in 
order to enable the transport of oil 
products from the Abadan refinery to 
Tehran.28 Further statements called 
on the workers in the refineries of 
Tabriz, Shiraz, Kermanshah and 
Tehran to resume production.29

Islamist hegemony
Following the negotiations with 
Bazargan during the first week of 
January, the “striking employees of 
the oil industry in the south” issued 
their first communiqué, stating their 
“willingness to implement the edict 
of Imam Khomeini”, because it 
served “the welfare of the defiant 

nation of Iran and the consolidation 
of his holy struggle for the overthrow 
of the illegal government”. They 
also announced the distribution of 
gas to the entire city of Ahwaz from 
January 4;
n the selection of a group of blue-
collar and white-collar workers for 
Ahwaz, so that crude oil could be 
delivered to the refineries in Abadan 
and Tehran;
n the appointment of a number of 
workers to continue work in the 
telecommunication office in order to 
guarantee communication between 
oilfields and other places in case of 
an emergency;
n the establishment of a number 
of committees for the practical and 
technical implementation of the 
production of oil and gas;
n the return of the security personnel 
of the oil industry to their positions, 
which had been taken over by the 
military;
n contact between representatives 
of the oil workers in the south 
with those in other places: eg, the 
refineries, was to run through the 
Committee for the Coordination of 
the Oil Strikes.

The final point, of course, 
seriously limited the oil workers’ 
ability to collectively and 
independently coordinate, take 
decisions and implement them. The 
communiqué also stated:

It is necessary to bring to the 
attention of the defiant nation 
of Iran that the blue-collar and 
white-collar workers who are 
responsible for effecting the 
Imam’s directive are pious 
strikers, who are working in the 
production units and the refineries 
for the welfare of the defiant 
nation and have no intention to 
gain anything for themselves.

Hence, the statement continued, 
the workers will stop production 
whenever the government violates 
the points mentioned in the 
Imam’s directive.30 On January 18, 
Bazargan’s committee issued its 
14th decree, calling on the Abadan 
refinery employees to return to work 
in order to increase production.31 
By late January, the committee was 
overseeing almost the entire activities 
of the oil industry, including issuing 
permits for exports.32

As these developments illustrate, 
the establishment of the OSCC 
signified a crucial turning point in 
the revolution, as it involved two 
power struggles. First, it represented 
the attempt by the Islamist forces - 
both the radicals around Khomeini 
and the liberals around Bazargan 
- to take control of the oil strikes at 
the expense of the autonomy of oil 
workers. Bazargan was very clear 
that his objective was to do just that 
and the OSCC realised it had to 
bypass and marginalise the leftwing 
oil workers, who, despite their small 
numbers, played a leading role in the 
strikes. As Hakimi explained.

The main issue confronting us 
was that we had to deal with 
different groups of oil workers… 
We treated them well, but we also 
tried to find out the level of their 
influence and popularity among 
the oil workers and in discussions 
we tried to understand whether 
they were committed and Islamic 
or leftist … The labour troubles 
in Tehran were mostly in the 
pipelines and depots of Rey …, 
but the Tehran refinery was 
in our total control, especially 
[because] there was a very 
faithful and intelligent brother 
among the refinery workers, 
called [Assadollah] Amininian, 
who was enormously popular 
and influential … The committee 
of the Tehran refinery travelled 
a number of times to Abadan, 

Tabriz and Shiraz and had various 
talks with them … through the 
workers of the Tehran refinery we 
could discipline them as well.33

The methods by which the pro-
Khomeini forces became hegemonic 
in the oil strikes need more scrutiny, 
but an important factor was the 
lack of a strong, independent, 
national organisation among oil 
workers. Every workplace had one 
or more strike committees, but 
there was no single organisation 
capable of representing the strikers 
and coordinating their activities at 
the national level. The Common 
Syndicate of the Employees of the 
Oil Industry had been established in 
November 1978, but it was mainly 
rooted among the workers of the 
Tehran refinery. A closer look at the 
reasons behind this lack of national 
coordination is beyond the scope of 
this article, but it is instructive to 
summarise the most important ones.

The material and social conditions 
of the oil industry certainly did 
not pose an obstacle to national 
coordination. The internal telephone 
network of the industry enabled 
communication between different 
locations and oil workers’ delegates 
could also travel to these locations. 
There were also social networks 
in existence between oil workers. 
Some oil workers, particularly the 
experienced ones, had come to know 
each other through the official trade 
union activities before the revolution 
- and more importantly through the 
overhaul procedures in the refineries 
and training schools.

But there were a number of 
obstacles too. First, the developments 
unfolded very rapidly, leaving little 
time for oil workers to strategise and 
react to the new situation. Second, 
the militant oil workers were not 
politically prepared for this situation. 
Some had a background in the Tudeh 
Party, which steered them away 
from any move that could challenge 
the leadership of Khomeini within 
the revolutionary movement. The 
younger generation of left oil 
workers, who often sympathised 
with the guerrilla organisations, 
lacked the network, experience and 
the strategic outlook that could help 
them to unite the struggles in the 
working class communities around 
the strikes in the oil industry. Third, 
generational and regional divisions 
among oil workers exacerbated the 
political differences. In the Tehran 
Refinery, for instance, there was an 
active group around the left trade 
unionist, Yadollah Khosroshahi, 
mostly from Abadan, but they lacked 
organic links to the younger workers, 
who had been recruited from the 
small workshops of Tehran and 
had stronger religious dispositions. 
None of these obstacles, however, 
were insurmountable if the required 
political and organisational steps 
had been taken prior to and during 
the revolution in order to increase 
the coordination among oil workers.

More concretely, the existence of 
a leadership among oil workers was 
indispensable for the independent 
coordination of the oil strikes.34 
Surveillance and repression in large 
workplaces made this task daunting, 
but not impossible. If it was possible 
to print banned leftwing publications 
in the Tehran refinery and smuggle 
them out, for instance, or to 
distribute pro-guerrilla pamphlets 
in the Abadan refinery before the 
revolution,35 then it also must have 
been possible to organise a network 
of militants around industrial issues. 
The strikes in the 1970s in the oil 
industry provided an opportunity 
to do this, but at that time the new 
organisations of the left, with which 
some oil workers were sympathising, 
were engaged in underground 
guerrilla warfare rather than 
workplace and community activism.

In my next article I will look in 
more detail at the failures of the left l
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Tears and yet more tears
The more they blubber, writes Daniel Lazare, the more evident it becomes they have nothing to say

In 1964, the historian Richard 
Hofstadter published a famous 
article entitled ‘The paranoid 

style in American politics’ - an 
examination of the neo-McCarthyite 
fear-mongering that was ravaging 
the United States in the wake of 
the Kennedy assassination. But if 
Hofstadter, who died in 1970, were 
writing today, he might have called 
his essay, ‘The lachrymose style in 
American politics’, thanks to the 
emotionalism that is now all the rage.

This is not unprecedented. After 
all, Ed Muskie, a US senator from 
Maine, made headlines by bursting 
into tears on the presidential 
campaign trail back in 1972. But 
crying was not the manly thing to 
do in those days, so Muskie was 
forced to withdraw. But conditions 
were different 40 years later, when 
John Boehner, a Republican from 
southern Ohio, became speaker of 
the House, which is why he was 
able to turn on the waterworks so 
often that people lost count. Hillary 
Clinton’s polls similarly jumped 
when she allowed her voice to break 
on the campaign trail in 2008. (“This 
is very personal for me. It’s about our 
country. It’s about our kids’ futures. 
It’s really about all of us together.”) 
Barack Obama cried no less than five 
times during his White House years 
and received many plaudits.1

But nothing compares to last 
week’s special congressional inquiry 
into Donald Trump’s attempted 
coup d’état. First, four police 
officers broke into tears as they 
described fighting off a mob of ultra-
rightists attempting to invade the 
Capitol. Then representative Adam 
Kinzinger, a Republican from the 
Chicago suburbs, cried as he told the 
officers, “You guys may individually 
feel a little broken … but you guys 
won, you guys held.” Representative 
Stephanie Murphy, a Democrat from 
Orlando, Florida, also cried while 
thanking the cops for enabling her 
to go home to her kids: “The reason 
I was able to hug them again was 
because of the courage that you and 
your fellow officers showed.” And 
Hollywood neocon Adam Schiff 
sobbed when he said:

I believe in this country, and I 
believe in it because of people 
like you, who understand what 
the flag means and what our 
constitution means and risk their 
lives to defend it. I didn’t expect 
this would be quite so emotional 
either, but it must be an Adam 
thing today.2

It was over the top even by today’s 
mawkish standards. But what is it all 
about? One theory we can dispense 
with is that the display was in any 
sense genuine. There could be an 
exception with the four officers, 
who spent hours battling white 
supremacists screaming, “Trump 
sent us, take the right side, we want 
Trump”, and are now understandably 
appalled by Republican denialists 
claiming that Trump had nothing to 
do with the violence on January 6 
and that it was all, somehow, the 
fault of House Democratic leader 
Nancy Pelosi.

Careerists
But it is hard not to be sceptical 
with regard to the others. After all, 
Congress overflows with hyper-
ambitious types willing to do and say 
anything to advance their careers and 
serve the interests of capital. Murphy, 
for example, is a Blue Dog (ie, 
centre-right) Democrat, who, like all 

Florida Democrats, is so terrified of 
appearing soft on Cuba that she once 
slammed Bernie Sanders as “ill-
informed and ignorant” for daring to 
suggest that not everything Havana 
does is evil.3

As for Kinzinger, he is a pro-
gun conservative who opposes 
abortion and gay rights, cheered 
the assassination of Iranian general 
Qasem Soleimani and never misses 
an opportunity to blame Covid-19 
on China. “Daily reminder: 
you are in your homes because 
#Chinahidthevirus,” he tweeted his 
fellow Americans in March 2020 at 
the start of the lockdown.

When it comes to Schiff, he is 
a grotesque warmonger who relies 
on arms makers like Raytheon and 
Lockheed Martin for campaign 
funds, and has backed every 
foreign-policy atrocity over the last 
two decades, from the invasion of 
Afghanistan and Iraq to military 
intervention in Libya and Syria, 
the 2014 neo-Nazi-led coup in the 
Ukraine, and the 2015 US-backed 
Saudi air assault on Yemen. For 
anyone familiar with Schiff’s 
record, his comments last week 
were little short of astonishing:

If we’re no longer committed to 
a peaceful transfer of power after 
our elections if our side doesn’t 
win, then god help us. If we deem 
elections illegitimate merely 
because they didn’t go our way 
rather than trying to do better 
the next time, god help us. And 
if we’re so driven by bigotry and 
hate that we attack our fellow 
citizens as traitors, if they’re born 
in another country or they don’t 
look like us, then god help us.

Why was this remarkable? Simply 
because Schiff spent nearly every 
waking moment during the previous 
administration declaring, on the 
basis of zero evidence, that the 
2016 election was illegitimate and 
that Trump was a traitor by virtue 
of colluding with Russian president 
Vladimir Putin.

While Trump is guilty of many 

things, Schiff and his fellow 
Democrats managed with incredible 
accuracy to zero in on the one area 
in which he was innocent. Yet he 
would not stop. In March 2017, two 
months after Trump took office, 
Schiff announced that there was 
now “circumstantial evidence of 
collusion”. A few days later, he said 
the phony Steele dossier was proof 
that Russia had interfered in the 
election in Trump’s behalf: “There’s 
ample evidence of collusion in plain 
sight,” he added in April. Even after 
special prosecutor Robert Mueller 
concluded a year and a half later 
that “the investigation did not 
establish that members of the Trump 
campaign conspired or coordinated 
with the Russian government in its 
election interference activities”, 
Schiff continued to insist that 
collusion was a fact. It may not 
have been proved, he said, but that 
did not mean it had been disproved 
either:

I use that word very carefully, 
because I also distinguish time 
and time again between collusion 
- that is, acts of corruption that 
may or may not be criminal - and 
proof of a criminal conspiracy ... 
In fact, every act that I’ve pointed 
to as evidence of collusion 
has now been borne out by the 
report.4

All the while, “Shifty Schiff,” as 
Trump calls him, was sitting on 
top of a pile of secret testimony 
saying the opposite. “I never saw 
any direct empirical evidence that 
the Trump campaign or someone 
in it was plotting [or] conspiring 
with the Russians to meddle with 
the election,” CIA director James 
Clapper told him and other members 
of the House intelligence committee 
in a closed hearing in 2017. A 
Pentagon official named Evelyn 
Farkas testified that she “didn’t know 
anything” about the Trump campaign 
dealing with Russia, while other top 
Obama officials such as Susan Rice, 
Ben Rhodes, and Samantha Power 
said the same.5

Yet Schiff kept such testimony 
under wraps in his campaign to force 
Trump out of office, only releasing 
the transcripts early last year, when 
Republicans finally forced his 
hand. Although Democrats - and 
Democrat-tailing pseudo-leftists - 
will deny it to the hilt, it is an example 
of how Dems have done as much to 
bring about the great Washington 
breakdown as Republicans. Would 
Trump have launched his attempted 
coup in 2021 if Democrats had not 
launched theirs in 2017? The answer, 
very possibly, is no.

Russiagate was ultimately a 
Democratic attempt to outflank 
Trump on the right by painting him 
as soft on Russia and hence unsuited 
to his duties as commander in chief 
of US Imperialism Inc. Last week’s 
three-hour congressional hearing 
on the Capitol Hill insurrection was 
an effort to do the same by painting 
Republicans as anti-police and Dems 
as pro.

Bennie Thompson, a black 
Democrat from Mississippi, intoned: 
“If not for the heroism of the United 
States Capitol police ... many more 
lives might have been lost and the 
rioters could have accomplished what 
they set out to do, up-end American 
democracy.” California Democrat 
Zoe Lofgren added: “You saved the 
day, you saved the constitution, and 
it made a tremendous difference for 
our country.”

Meanwhile, Virginia Democrat 
Elaine Luria said, when addressing 
one of the officers:

When you mentioned and 
compared this earlier to the 
experiences that you had in Iraq, 
that in a war zone you didn’t feel 
like you felt that day, can you 
share that with us, in a little more 
detail, what was going through 
your head - your thoughts about 
what you would experience 
defending our nation on foreign 
soil and then being here in the 
heart of our nation, in our capital, 
and being assaulted the way that 
you were?

In a single sentence, however 
convoluted, she thus managed to 
align herself with the police, the 
military, and patriotism in general. 
“But my oath, your oath, all of our 
oaths here today to protect and defend 
the constitution against all enemies 
foreign and domestic will be our 
guiding light for this investigation,” 
she added. Cops, Democrats and the 
constitution were on one side of the 
“thin blue line”, while Trump and 
assorted foreign foes were on the 
other.

Gridlock
This is a far cry from 2020, when 
Democrats had nothing but sympathy 
for Black Lives Matter and calls to 
defund the police. But in the land of 
eternal forgetfulness, it is perfectly 
fine to say one thing one year and the 
opposite the next.

Although it is forbidden to say 
so when everyone is so hard at 
work protecting and defending the 
constitution, the document is in 
fact at the heart of the problem. By 
allowing tiny minorities to frustrate 
the democratic will, America’s pre-
modern system of government has 
resulted in a generation of gridlock 
that is driving up temperatures to 
boiling point on both sides of the 
aisle. Republicans and Democrats 
are like two scorpions in a bottle - 
madly stabbing at one another, with 
no hope of escape.

But that is not all. Once Trump 
launched his assault on the 
legislative branch, the constitution 
rendered Congress defenceless by 
stipulating in article 1 that, while a 
simple majority would be enough 
to vote a bill of impeachment in 
the House, a two-thirds majority 
would be required for conviction in 
the Senate. Given the undemocratic 
nature of a body based on equal 
state representation, this means that 
34 senators representing as little as 
7.5% of the population are all that 
is required to let a would-be dictator 
go free. The constitution pretends to 
hold the president to account. But by 
placing conviction beyond reach, it 
effectively does the opposite.

The upshot is a runaway 
executive that leaves Congress 
looking foolish and weak. Since 
Democrats are unable to argue on 
the basis of ideas, the result is to 
reduce them to pure emotionalism. 
Thus, they wanted voters to know 
last week that they feel the officers’ 
pain, and they wanted voters to feel 
their pain too. The more everyone 
falls sobbing into one another’s 
arms, the more thoroughly the 
strutting, contemptuous, unfeeling 
Trump will be excluded from the 
magic circle.

Or so Democrats hope. But it will 
not work, because, the more they 
blubber, the more evident it becomes 
that they have nothing to say. The 
political structure is dissolving in a 
flood of tears l

Notes
1. www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/
jan/09/the-crying-game-obama-tears-
politicians.
2. A full transcript of the hearing is 
available at www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/
january-6-house-select-committee-hearing-
investigation-day-1-full-transcript. For a 
video of the proceedings, see www.youtube.
com/watch?v=hnFSSyoNu_k.
3. thehill.com/homenews/house/484351-
florida-democrat-sanderss-castro-comments-
ill-informed-insulting.
4. www.politico.com/story/2019/04/21/
adam-schiff-collusion-trump-1283786.
5. ‘All the Adam Schiff transcripts’ 
Wall Street Journal May 12 2020: www.
wsj.com/articles/all-the-adam-schiff-
transcripts-11589326164.
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Profits first and foremost
What causes slumps? Michael Roberts takes issue with those who imagine individual decisions and interest 
rates are key

The Austrian School1 of 
economics is outside the 
mainstream. ‘The Austrians’ 

start from micro-assumptions 
and this is not the neoclassical 
view of rational, fully informed 
human agents, maximising their 
utility and profits. On the contrary, 
human actions are speculative and 
there is no guarantee of success in 
investment.

According to Karl Menger, the 
founder of this school of thought, 
the further out in time the results 
of any investment are, the more 
difficult it is to be sure of success. 
Thus it is easier to estimate the 
returns on investment for goods that 
are for immediate consumption than 
for those needed for capital goods. 
Saving rather than consumption is 
a speculative decision to gain extra 
returns down the road.

The Austrians reckon that the 
cost of saving can be measured 
by the “market interest rate”, 
which prices the time involved 
in delivering future output from 
savings now. “Business cycles”, as 
the Austrians call booms and slumps 
under capitalist production, are 
primarily caused by periodic credit 
expansion and contraction of central 
banks. Business cycles would not 
be a feature of a truly ‘free market’ 
economy. As long as capitalists rather 
than bureaucrats were free to make 
their own forecasts and investment 
allocations, based on market prices, 
there would be no business cycles. 
Cycles are due to the manipulation 
of credit by state institutions.

This differs from the 
neoclassical/monetarist school, 
which sees recessions as minor 
interruptions from growth, caused 
by imperfections in market 
information or markets - not busts 
caused by artificial credit booms.

The boom phase in the Austrian 
business cycle takes place because 
the central bank supplies more 
money than the public wishes to 
hold at the current rate of interest 
and thus the latter starts to fall. 
Loanable funds exceed demand 
and then start to be used in non-
productive areas, as in the case of 
the 2002-07 boom in the housing 
market. These mistakes during 
the boom are only revealed by the 
market in the bust.

The great recession, according 
to the Austrians, was a product of 
the excessive money creation and 
artificially low interest rates caused 
by central banks, which on that 
occasion went into housing. The 
recession was necessary to correct 
the mistakes and the malinvestment 
caused by interference with market 
interest rates. The recession is 
the economy attempting to shed 
capital and labour from where 
it is no longer profitable. No 
amount of government spending 
and interference will avoid that 
correction.

Crucial to the Austrian business 
cycle theory is the notion of a 
“natural rate of interest”: ie, how 
much it would cost to borrow 
if it was not for government 
interference. In ‘free markets’, 
the supply and demand for funds 
to invest will set a rate of interest 
that brings investment and savings 
into line, as long as the markets 
for funds are fully competitive and 
everybody has clear knowledge on 
all transactions.

Already, you can see that these 
assumptions are not realistic. But, 
even if the assumption of perfect 

competition was realistic, there 
is no reason to think that there is 
naturally one interest rate for the 
whole economy. Rather there is one 
rate for houses, another for cars, 
another for hotel construction, etc. 
This point was even accepted by 
the Austrian school guru, Fredrick 
Hayek, who acknowledged that 
there is no one ‘natural rate’ of 
interest.

But without one natural rate 
of interest, you cannot claim the 
government is forcing rates too low 
- and therefore the theory crumbles. 
Yes, the central bank controls a 
component of the interest rate that 
helps determine the spread at which 
banks can lend, but the central 
bank does not determine the rates 
at which banks lend to customers. 
It merely influences the spread. 
Aiming at the Federal Reserve’s 
supposed ‘control’ over interest 
rates misunderstands how banks 
actually create money and influence 
economic output.

Primary flaw
The primary flaw in the Austrian 
view of the central bank has been 
most obvious since quantitative 
easing started in 2008. Austrian 
economists came out at the time 
saying that the increase in reserves 
in the banking system was the 
equivalent of ‘money printing’ 
and that this would ‘devalue the 
dollar’, crash T-bonds and cause 
hyperinflation. None of this came 
about.

Marx denied the concept of a 
natural rate of interest.2 For him, 
the return on capital - whether 
exhibited in the interest earned 
on lending money, dividends 
from holding shares or rents from 
owning property - came from the 
surplus value appropriated from 
the labour of the working class, 
and appropriated by the productive 
sectors of capital. Interest was only 
a part of that surplus value. The 
rate of interest would thus fluctuate 
between zero and the average rate 
of profit from capitalist production 
in an economy. In boom times, it 
would move towards the average 
rate of profit and in slumps it would 
fall towards zero. But the decisive 
driver of investment would be 
profitability, not the interest rate. If 
profitability was low, then holders 
of money would increasingly hoard 
it or speculate in financial assets 
rather than invest in productive 
ones.

What matters is not whether 
the market rate of interest is above 
or below some ‘natural’ rate, but 
whether it is so high that it is 
squeezing any profit for investment 
in productive assets. Actually, the 
main exponent of the ‘natural rate of 
interest’, Knut Wicksell, conceded 
this point. According to him, the 
natural rate is

never high or low in itself, but 
only in relation to the profit 
which people can make with the 
money in their hands, and this, 
of course, varies. In good times, 
when trade is brisk, the rate of 
profit is high, and, what is of 
great consequence, is generally 
expected to remain high; in 
periods of depression it is low, 
and expected to remain low.3

The leading proponents of the 
Austrian School usually shy away 
from considering empirical evidence 
for their theory. For them, the logic 
is enough. But a reader of my blog 
recently sent me a bag of empirical 
studies that purport to prove that 
the Austrian school business cycle 
theory is correct: namely that when 
the market rate of interest is driven 
below the ‘natural rate’ there will be 
excessive credit expansion that will 
eventually lead to a bust and crisis.4

In one of these studies, Austrian 
economist James Keeler proxies 
the market and ‘natural’ interest 
rates by using short- and long-term 
interest rates in yield curves. The 
natural rate of interest is proxied 
by the long-term bond yield, and 
if the short-term rate remains well 
below the long-term rate, credit 
will expand to the point when there 
is a bust. That happens when the 
short shoots up and exceeds the 
long or vice versa: ie, there is an 
inverse yield curve. This is what 
his empirical study shows. Indeed, 
JP Morgan reckons on this basis the 
current probability of a slump in the 
US economy within a year is about 
40%-60%.

But, while it may be that an 
inverted yield curve correlates 
with recessions, all it really shows 
is that investors are ‘fearful’ of 
recession and act accordingly. 
The question is why at a certain 
point, investors do fear a recession 
and start buying long-term bonds, 
driving down the yield below the 
short-term rate. Moreover, when 
you look at corporate bonds in the 
capitalist sector, there is no inverted 

curve. Longer-term corporate bonds 
generally have a much higher yield 
than short-term ones.

Another Austrian study by 
Francis Bismans and Christelle 
Mougeot examined four countries - 
France, Germany, Great Britain and 
the USA - between 1980 and 2006. 
This found that

the maxima of the ratio of 
consumption expenditures 
to investment expenditures 
are often reached during the 
quarters of recession or during 
the quarters just after recessions. 
This observation corroborates 
the Austrian hypothesis of 
overinvestment liquidation 
marking crisis.5

But again the study relies on short-
term and long-term interest rates 
and argues:

... the term-spread inversions 
mark the turning points of the 
aggregate economic activity. 
When the term spread decreases, 
the structure of production 
becomes less roundabout, 
as entrepreneurs reallocate 
resources away from production 
goods to consumption goods.

In other words, when short-term 
interest rates rise or long-term 
rates fall, investors stop investing 
in capital goods and business 
investment falls, while consumption 
rises or stays the same. Again, why 
does the yield curve start to invert? 
Which is the causal direction? Is 
it falling investment in productive 
goods and services that drives long-
term yields down or vice versa?

Anthony Carilli and Gregory 
Dempster attempt to answer this 
query in another study by carrying 
out a Granger causality test on 
two chosen indices of the ‘natural 
interest rate’: (1) the real growth 
rate in GDP; and (2) the personal 
savings-consumption ratio. But they 
find that there is a marked lack of 
correlation between interest rates 
and economic activity.6

Indeed, there is little evidence 
that the rate of interest is the driving 
force of capitalist investment and 
the price signal that capitalists look 
for to make investment decisions. A 
recent study found that:

First, profits and stock returns 
both have strong predictive 
power for investment growth, 

persisting many quarters into the 
future. Second, interest rates and 
the default spread - our proxies 
for discount rates - are at best 
weakly correlated with current 
and future investment. In short, 
changes in profitability and stock 
prices appear to be much more 
important for investment than 
changes in interest rates and 
volatility.7

Similarly, the US Fed concluded in 
its own study:

A fundamental tenet of investment 
theory and the traditional theory 
of monetary policy transmission 
is that investment expenditures 
by businesses are negatively 
affected by interest rates. Yet, a 
large body of empirical research 
offer [sic!] mixed evidence, at 
best, for a substantial interest-
rate effect on investment…., we 
find that most firms claim to be 
quite insensitive to decreases in 
interest rates, and only mildly 
more responsive to interest rate 
increases.8

Some economists in the Austrian 
school have tried to gauge when 
the tipping point into recession 
might be by measuring the 
divergence between the growth in 
credit and gross domestic product 
growth.9 Apparently, there is a 
point when credit loses its traction 
on economic growth and asset 
prices and then growth collapses. 
But why? The Austrians cannot 
answer this because they ignore the 
fundamental flaw in the capitalist 
process identified by Marx in his 
law of profitability.10

What drives capitalist economies 
and capital accumulation are 
changes in profits and profitability. 
Economic growth in a capitalist 
economy is driven not by 
consumption, as the Austrians claim, 
but by business investment. That 
is the swing factor causing booms 
and slumps in capitalist economies. 
And business investment is driven 
mainly by one thing: profits or 
profitability - not interest rates, 
not ‘confidence’ and not consumer 
demand.

It is when the rate of profit starts 
to fall - and then more immediately 
when the mass of profits turns down 
- then the huge expansion of credit 
designed to keep profitability up 
can no longer deliver l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com
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Through a feminist filter
Anne Sebba Ethel Rosenberg: a cold war tragedy Orion, 2021, pp303, £20

This book about the life of 
Ethel Rosenberg has been 
reviewed in glowing terms by 

The Guardian (June 26) and The 
Observer (June 27). The Guardian 
had, the previous week, featured 
a two-page interview with the 
Rosenbergs’ sons, Michael and 
Robert.

I was a young child growing 
up in the USA during the trial 
(1951) and execution (1953) of 
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, yet I 
remember it vividly. My parents 
and grandparents were very active 
in helping their defence and I was 
taken on protest demonstrations by 
my parents. What is more, my father 
had the entire trial transcript and I 
read it when I was 10, so I am not 
a disinterested reviewer. But I have 
to say that, despite the glowing 
tributes, I find this book sadly 
lacking in politics.

The Rosenbergs were two Jewish 
New Yorkers who were arrested 
for spying for the Soviet Union. 
Specifically, they were convicted 
through innuendo for helping 
the Soviet Union develop the 
atomic bomb, although the actual 
charge was conspiracy to commit 
espionage. After a trial filled with 
misogyny on the part of the judge 
and prosecutors, not to mention 
hysterical anti-communism and just 

a tinge of anti-Semitism (the real 
kind, not the ersatz type currently 
on offer by the Labour right), they 
were found guilty, sentenced to 
death and, three years later after 
many appeals, died in the electric 
chair. They were the only civilians 
executed in the USA for conspiracy 
to commit espionage in peacetime.

The author, Anna Sebba, sees 
herself as bringing Ethel out from 
behind Julius’s shadow and she 
claims this is a “feminist” biography. 
While I have no problem with a 
book about Ethel as a person, I do 
have difficulty with the “feminist” 
part. To the author, it seems to 
mean that real politics must take a 
back seat in preference to Ethel as a 
singer, dancer and mother. Very little 
is said about her as a communist - 
the reason for holding communist 
views before and during World 
War II, according to the author, was 
to combat Hitler, rather than to fight 
for a totally different global order.

As a way of trying to understand 
Ethel, Sebba starts with her 
appearance: “She was unexceptional 
to look at … she had neither the 
money nor any interest in fashionable 
clothes” (p15). And Sebba comes 
back to Ethel’s clothing at the trial, 
emphasising that she did not doll 
herself up - as if her conviction 
rested on her appearance.

After a lengthy introduction to 
Ethel’s family background (they 
were eastern European Jewish 
immigrants), the author describes 
Ethel’s love of learning and school, 
where “even the poorest children 
had a chance … to escape their 
background and live the American 
dream of prosperity and personal 
fulfilment” (p72). Some 50 pages 
previously, Sebba had described the 
leftwing politics of many of the Jews 
who came from eastern Europe, but 
then appears to drop the idea, as if 
it could not possibly have had any 
effect on someone like Ethel.

She had a miserable home life - 
her mother was not interested in her 
and was very dismissive of anything 
she did (something not completely 
unknown in that generation, where 
boys were much more valued in 
the USA, as elsewhere). This lack 
of attachment became clear when 
Julius and Ethel were murdered by 
the state: none of her family would 
take in her children. In the end they 
were adopted by two complete 
strangers (and given a wonderful 
childhood).

Background
In one of her first jobs, as a clerk, 
Ethel led a strike. One of her fellow 
workers later said that, although at 
first she was timid, Ethel seemed to 

gain strength from the experience. 
The New York Times reported that 
she lay down in her raincoat to stop 
trucks from entering the premises 
and “dared the drivers to move”. 
After the strike was over (it ended 
inconclusively), nine members of 
the union were fired, including 
Ethel. They appealed against their 
dismissal and won, and she said 
later that this strike was one of the 
formative experiences of her life.

According to her friend, Helen 
Yelen, Ethel started to move in 
communist circles, but, says Sebba, 
“Like so much else that was said 
about Ethel by former acquaintances 
… Helen’s testimony must be treated 
with caution.” Why? She does 
not explain. One gets the idea that 
anything said about communists by 
communists must be taken with a 
grain of salt.

By the mid-1930s there was a 
large communist presence in the 
Lower East Side of New York - an 
area mostly populated by Jewish 
immigrants. Unfortunately, this 
meant that communism became 
equated with Jews. In 1939 when a 
poll asked Americans if they would 
support bringing 10,000 German 
refugee children into the country, the 
result was two to one against (even 
in very Jewish New York, that was 
the case). When my father applied 

to medical school in 1932, he was 
rejected on the grounds that the 
university already had their quota of 
Jews.

Ethel and Julius met in 1936, and 
he also came from a poor eastern 
European background, but his family 
encouraged him to go to university 
(unlike Ethel’s family, in which 
no-one had a higher education). 
He became an electrical engineer, 
studying at City College of New 
York, where the Young Communist 
League was active. Although 
electrical engineering could lead 
to well-paid jobs, young men of 
Julius’s stamp faced prejudice from 
corporations - considered too radical, 
too Jewish (or both).

Sebba speculates as to whether 
they had a physical relationship 
before their marriage, but never 
explains why she thinks this is 
important. She does this on several 
occasions - something I find intensely 
irritating. And she is agnostic as 
to whether Julius and Ethel were 
actually members of the Communist 
Party. She finds no evidence either 
way, but then the Communist Party 
USA was very cautious about 
keeping records for many decades 
and in fact many members joined 
under assumed names. After the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop non-aggression 
pact, Sebba states: “Whatever their 
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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private feelings, they appear to have 
accepted the CPUSA’s absurd line 
…” (chapter 2). How does she know 
this if they never made a statement 
on the matter? And if they were not 
members of the CPUSA, why would 
their non-comment be important?

Later, because of Julius’s work 
commitments, Ethel gave up a job to 
move back to New York, and Sebba 
comments: “in line with how a 
dutiful wife was supposed to behave 
… Yet for Ethel … this must have 
hurt.” Evidence? None.

Later Sebba says: “… although 
communism theoretically 
championed the equality of the 
sexes, it was not theory that 
interested Ethel.” Surely, a woman 
as thoughtful and active as Ethel 
must have had some reason for 
believing in a communist future. 
If she was as dynamic a person as 
Sebba makes out and as committed 
to communism, did she really have 
no interest in theory?

Still later - and for this I find 
it difficult to forgive her - Sebba 
quotes Ronald Radosh as evidence 
that Julius was, as they say even 
now, a “card-carrying member” of 
the Communist Party (although the 
party never issued cards). Radosh 
wrote a book in which he stated 
categorically that both were guilty 
and deserved their fate. Why Sebba 
would use Radosh’s evidence is a 
complete mystery to me.

In an effort to ‘prove’ that 
Ethel was prepared to jettison her 
communist beliefs when it suited her, 
Sebba cites Ethel getting married in a 
synagogue, giving up her job to move 
back to New York for her husband’s 
job, and seeing a psychotherapist. 
(Psychiatrists and psychotherapists 
were viewed with great scepticism in 
the CPUSA up until the 1980s and, 
although some were party members, 
their membership was always seen 
as somewhat tainted.) But, of course, 
many communists are prepared to 
make their parents happy - including 
getting married in a church or 
synagogue, despite being atheists.

When Hitler’s Germany attacked 
the Soviet Union, many on the 
left were euphoric, convinced that 
Nazism would soon be destroyed. 
Praise of the Soviet Union, seen as 
a valuable friend, was now more 
acceptable. The forces of the right 
did not go away, however. Sebba, for 
instance, points out that one of the 
reasons given for not bombing the 
railway lines leading to Auschwitz 
was that it would allow the right to 
argue that America was fighting a 
Jewish war.

And even towards the end of the 
war, anti-Soviet and anti-communist 
feeling was widespread. My uncle, 
who was in the US navy throughout 
the war, was in 1944 ordered by 
his superiors to fill in a 10-page 
form, which included questions 
pertaining to where in Russia his 
great grandmother was born. He was 
told quite firmly that all who came 
from Russian families would be so 
questioned, as ‘We know who our 
enemies will be when the war is over 
and we’re going to be prepared.’

At another point Sebba describes 
Julius as wanting to be part of a 
scheme to buy land outside New 
York. She claims that, because he 
wanted to provide for his family, 
this “might have led him astray from 
communism”. From where does this 
idea come? The book then goes on to 
describe how Julius became involved 
in passing secrets, including his 
handler telling him not to advertise 
his party membership (Sebba does 
not comment on this statement).

At the end of the war, and after 
Franklin D Roosevelt’s death, the 
tide turned against liberals of all 
stamps - and most obviously against 
communists. Sebba compares Ethel 
to Hilda Bernstein, the South African 
Communist Party activist - but the 

comparison relates to motherhood, 
not political activism! Hilda is 
quoted as saying that what bothered 
her (Hilda) most about being in 
prison was being away from her 
children. Sebba herself states that 
Ethel had given up any activism, 
because she identified as a mother 
and a homemaker, and that, through 
psychotherapy, Ethel began to think 
freely and independently - although 
her belief in communism remained 
strong. Is this what Sebba believes is 
a “feminist” explanation?

The trial
Sebba explains in detail how 
the Rosenbergs were eventually 
identified. She is at her best and 
most acerbic in describing the roles 
(and personalities) of Senator Joseph 
McCarthy and J Edgar Hoover. She 
also describes in detail the drawbacks 
of having as their legal representative 
Emmanuel (Manny) Bloch - a civil, 
not a criminal, lawyer.

The case against Ethel relied 
upon (1) the view that, as she was 
Julius’ wife, she must have known 
and approved of what he was doing; 
and (2) the testimony of her brother, 
David Greenglass, and his wife, 
Ruth, that she typed out an important 
paper that was to go to their Soviet 
“handler”.

In fact, accusation 1 was never 
proven and, in any case, “for that 
you don’t kill people” (in the words 
of Morton Sobell, who had worked 
politically with Julius and was tried 
and imprisoned in the same trial), 
whereas accusation 2 was an outright 
lie. David Greenglass admitted as 
such in an interview in 1996: “My 
wife put her in it. So what am I gonna 
do, call my wife a liar?” And he also 
said that he didn’t regret sending his 
sister to the electric chair, because it 
was either his wife or Ethel. In the 
event, his wife went home to her 
children and David went to prison 
for a few years.

When the Soviet files were opened 
later, it was clear that Julius had been 
an industrial spy. His Soviet handler, 
Aleksandr Feklisov, said that Julius 
had passed on military secrets, but 
that he did not understand anything 
about the atomic bomb and could 
not help on that question. Feklisov 
also said that Ethel had never taken 
part in anything Julius did and was 
completely innocent.

While being questioned, Julius 
denied everything, and the authorities 
wanted to bring as much pressure as 
possible on him. They wanted names, 
which he refused to give. The FBI 
had no evidence against Ethel, but 
wanted to use her as a lever against 
Julius. J Edgar Hoover agreed and 
believed that she should be convicted 
and given a stiff sentence.

In her grand jury questioning, 
Ethel repeatedly refused to answer 
questions, citing the fifth amendment 
(the right not to incriminate 
oneself). She was then arrested and 
charged with conspiracy to commit 
espionage. She was, in effect, 
according to the evidence, indicted 
for having had conversations with 
her husband and brother.

From before the trial, the 
proceedings were prejudiced against 
the Rosenbergs. One of the assistant 
state attorneys (prosecutors, in other 
words) gave an interview to the 
press, in which he stated quite openly 
that the crime that Ethel was charged 
with had caused the Korean War. 
Ethel’s mother suggested that she 
divorce Julius and cooperate with 
the government, while most of her 
family were also against her, urging 
her to become a government witness 
against her husband.

In different prisons, Julius and 
Ethel began to write letters - to each 
other and to their sons. Many of 
them were eventually published to 
raise funds for appeals. (I remember 
reading the letters in tears - they 

were beautifully written and full of 
parental concern and love for each 
other.)

Manny Bloch had little help and 
many of his legal colleagues refused 
to speak to him. Virtually all of the 
Rosenbergs’ friends deserted them, 
afraid of being tarred with the same 
brush. The Communist Party did 
nothing to help them during the trial 
- although after they were convicted 
there was a concerted effort to 
campaign for a commutation of the 
death penalty. The official ‘Jewish 
community’ turned their backs on 
them, believing that Jews needed 
to be seen as ‘good citizens’, not as 
‘commie sympathisers’.

As previously mentioned, Sebba 
emphasises Ethel’s clothing at 
the trial, again concentrating on 
her looks. She compares Ethel to 
Ruth Greenglass, who testified in 
expensive clothing and makeup. 
Although Sebba does not specifically 
say so, she appears to believe that 
Ethel’s clothing prejudiced the judge 
and jury against her. Would she have 
preferred Ethel coming in expensive 
clothing and lying, as Ruth did?

Both Ethel and Julius were 
condemned as traitors who had 
helped Stalin ‘steal the secure future’ 
that the US establishment claimed 
would be theirs in 1945. Actual 
evidence was thin on the ground, but 
the FBI, attorneys for the prosecution 
and the judge did not let that stop 
them. One of the lawyers was Roy 
Cohn - in my (non-prejudiced, of 
course) view, one of the most evil 
Americans who ever lived. Those 
with a good memory will remember 
Donald Trump saying, “Where is my 
Roy Cohn?” during his lies about the 
election.

There are interesting facts to relate 
about the jury too. For example, 
there was not one Jewish person on 
it - all Jews in the jury pool were 
excused from taking part by the 
prosecutors. Anyone who objected to 
the death penalty was also excused, 
as was anyone who had attended 
City College or who had family 
members who had gone there. All 
women except one were excused (on 
the grounds that a housewife might 
have some sympathy with Ethel?). 
And so it went on.

During the trial the prosecution 
repeated no fewer than 18 times 
that Julius and Ethel had committed 
“treason” (even though technically, 
because the US and the Soviet Union 
were not at war during the time of 
the passing of the information, that 
crime could not have applied).

Sebba sees every attempt by 
Ethel to ‘take the fifth’ as an error. 
Although she admits that this is a 
constitutional right, she also explains 
at each point that it allowed the judge 
to comment negatively on Ethel’s 
truthfulness and credibility. On this 
question Sebba does not seem to 
know which side of the fence to sit 
on.

Behind the scenes
It is clear that Judge Kaufman had 
spoken to both the prosecution 
and the FBI before deciding on 
the sentence, although he claimed 
otherwise. J Edgar Hoover did not 
think that executing Ethel was a 
good idea - she was both the mother 
of two small children and, as Julius’ 
wife, “in a sense she would be 
presumed to be acting under the 
influence of her husband”. But 
Cohn wanted the death sentence 
for both, and it was his view that 
eventually won out.

Sebba describes the various 
appeals, including to the Supreme 
Court, an appeal for clemency 
from the pope, the various letters 
and petitions. All to no avail. The 
US government still hoped that 
the Rosenbergs would talk and 
‘name names’. The statement the 
Rosenbergs wrote after a meeting 

with a government agent is eloquent 
and dignified:

We will not help to purify the foul 
record of a fraudulent conviction 
and a barbaric sentence. We 
solemnly declare, now and 
forever more, that we will not 
be coerced, even under pain of 
death, to bear false witness and to 
yield up to tyranny our rights as 
free Americans.

The president of the time, Dwight 
Eisenhower, refused clemency and 
his popularity rose. Apparently he 
believed that Ethel had been the ring-
leader and Julius the weak one - both 
in their relationship and in passing 
secrets. He also believed that, if 
Ethel’s sentence was commuted, 
the Soviet Union would recruit only 
women spies. According to a poll at 
the time, 70% of Americans agreed 
with him that both should be killed.

Another part of the government 
and the FBI, however, had hoped it 
would end differently and that they 
would have the names of other spies. 
Clemency for Ethel was offered 
to both defendants if Julius would 
cooperate with the government. 
Both adamantly refused. After their 
execution, a deputy attorney general 
commented: “She [Ethel] called our 
bluff.”

Sebba describes in some detail 
the aftermath of the executions 
and the recollections of some of 
those involved. Julius’s ‘handler’ - 
back in the Soviet Union after five 
years recruiting in the US - was in 
despair. Although Sebba again urges 
wariness because “recollections 
… have to be treated with extreme 
caution, given that he was a Soviet 
intelligence officer”, she quotes his 
memoir, in which he says he partially 
blamed the Soviet Union, convinced 
that his country should have stepped 
in and been honest about Julius and 
Morton Sobell - making it clear that, 
although they passed on secrets, they 
did not pass on anything about the 
atomic bomb.

I was pleased that Sebba describes 
the end of Roy Cohn - an example 
of evil incarnate under McCarthy, 
as was particularly demonstrated in 
the case of the Rosenbergs. He died 
of complications from Aids, having 
hid his homosexuality until the end. 
Before his death he was disbarred 
for unethical and unprofessional 
conduct. It was a fitting end for such 
an odious person.

Anne Sebba’s book is like the 
curate’s egg - interesting in parts, 
infuriating and irritating in others. 
Her detailed descriptions of the 
trial are fascinating, as they fill in 
the gaps missing from the official 
transcript. Her attention to Ethel 
mostly as a wife and mother and her 
inability to understand why Ethel 
and Julius believed in a communist 
future leaves a yawning gap. Those 
who are communists obviously 
understand why they believed as 
they did, and continued to do so 
even to their deaths. Those who are 
not communists will not be any the 
wiser. In that respect, Sebba has 
played right into the hands of the 
American right.

I believe Ethel was a communist 
because, irrespective of the nature 
of the ‘actually existing socialism’ 
she supported, she wanted a better 
future for her country, her children 
and the world. If Sebba sees this 
book as a feminist biography, she is 
misguided. Feminism is not about 
contrasting approval of being a 
homemaker with disapproval of 
being a communist.

Sebba‘s book has added to what 
I know about Ethel Rosenberg’s life 
and death, but added nothing to my 
understanding of her politically. It is 
an interesting failure, but a failure 
nonetheless l

Gaby Rubin
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Fire and 
the profit 

motive

Unnatural disaster
A combination of scorching heat, greed and a warmongering government has resulted in widespread forest 
fires. Esen Uslu reports from Turkey

In the olden days summer months 
were the time to set alight a nice 
bit of forest or shrubland to open 

up an agricultural plot. In more 
recent times the practice of setting 
forests alight has become a largely 
accepted way of clearing coastal 
forests to make space for buildings 
in resorts, thus bypassing the laws 
prohibiting such construction within 
the forest land.

Of course, both practices were 
conducted under the watchful eyes 
of the local and central authorities. 
They were not interested in 
protecting the forests or the natural 
habitat, and many were prepared 
to accept bribes - although, of 
course, once new holiday resorts 
were constructed, protecting any 
encroaching forest land from fires 
became an essential task. However, 
‘burn and build’ has still not fully 
ended. In 2007 a coastal beauty 
spot in the Güvercinlik district of 
Bodrum was burnt and, although 
the authorities promised that no 
construction would be allowed, in 
2014 a hotel was built there and 
now there are three.

During the Kurdish uprising, 
a ‘scorched earth’ policy was 
implemented, and many forests 
in south-eastern Turkey, which 
contained some villages, were 
cleared by deliberate fires to deny 
any possible cover to Kurdish 
freedom fighters. This policy is 
still being implemented, albeit on a 
lesser scale, in certain areas. When 
such forest or shrubland fires are 
started by the security forces, the 
local people and local authorities are 
not allowed to intervene. Mountains 
and forests are often no-go areas for 
ordinary folk in that region.

The unintentional forest fires 
along the Mediterranean and Aegean 
coasts have been well covered in the 
western media, but very few will be 
aware that at the same time a forest 
was deliberately set alight in Dersim, 
and attempts to extinguish it were 
not permitted. And it is not the only 
one. There have been several fires 
this year in the forests of Kurdistan 
that were left to run their course. 
In short, forest fires in Turkey may 
constitute a weapon employed by the 
authorities.

This summer the coastal forest 
fires started, like many similar ones 
in other Mediterranean countries, 
almost simultaneously as a result 
of a scorching heat wave, which 
created conducive conditions, 
such as low humidity and strong 
winds. But apparently impending 
atmospheric conditions and their 
relation to climate change are 
beyond the comprehension of the 
state bureaucracy.

Turkey has several lignite-
burning power stations operating to 
full capacity without proper filters 
attached to their smokestacks, and 
new ones are still being built. Two 
such power stations are situated 
within areas affected by forest fire 
and, while they are endangered, they 
are also part of the problem. Power 

transmission lines are of poor quality 
and improperly maintained, and 
sparks, shorts and damaged power 
lines have caused several fires. 
This has resulted from privatisation 
Turkish-style, where the most 
profitable parts of networks are 
snapped up, while costly sections 
such as grid maintenance are left in 
the hands of the public sector. It is 
called ‘public-private partnership’. 
Sounds familiar?

Crony capitalism and ‘jobs for 
votes’ have created many state 
institutions unfit for purpose, and 
forestry administration is one of them. 
A strategy to combat forest fires now 
seems beyond the capabilities of the 
authorities. On top of that, the over-
centralised bureaucracy has denied 
the possibility of initiatives to local 
managers.

Of course, the unfortunate 
behaviour of ordinary folk often 
exacerbates the risk of fires. 
Barbecues may not be properly 
extinguished, while discarded 
rubbish, as well as cigarette butts that 
are still alight are also well-known 
causes. Of course, there are ample 
numbers of pyromaniacs about in a 
country where mental wellbeing is 
not considered an important social 
health issue and the government is 
happy to place all the blame on such 
people.

Culprits
In the meantime, president Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and his cronies have 
used the fires to create an atmosphere 
of suspicion and hatred against the 
Kurds. Every official announcement 
ends with the statement that the 
security forces are checking every 
lead to ascertain the culprits. Local 

rightwing groups took up the cue 
and have formed posses armed with 
shotguns who patrol forest areas and 
check the ID of those driving on 
rural roads.

Many Kurdish seasonal workers 
have been dismissed from their jobs 
and made homeless, while several 
have been severely beaten. People 
from outside the affected region who 
have attempted to bring in supplies 
for them have been threatened with 
violence and turned back. Social-
media trolls have distributed fake 
news about arrested arsonists to 
inflame the situation further.

The state is happy to allow all 
this as a means of disguising its 
own ineptitude. Several government 
ministers appeared on TV every day 
with videos of fires shown in the 
background, to persuade us just how 
tirelessly they are working to remedy 
the situation. However, as the fires 
were not brought under control for 
seven days, they became tragic and 
comical figures.

Despite urging tourists from 
western countries and from Russia 
to continue coming despite Covid 
restrictions, neither the tourism 
industry nor the state itself has 
made any preparations for fire 
prevention and fire-fighting. The 
safe evacuation of visitors in case 
of a major disaster has not been 
planned. The employment of low-
paid workers untrained for such an 
eventuality has added to the risk of 
calamity.

A simple comparison of the 
forest-fire-fighting capabilities 
of most Mediterranean countries 
reveals the abject unpreparedness of 
Turkey. There are, for example, only 
a few serviceable fire-fighting planes 

and helicopters in operation. There 
are two reasons for that. One of them 
is the dogmatic ‘anti-Kemalism’ 
of Islamist politicians, who have 
deliberately run down institutions 
such as the Turkish Aeronautical 
Association (THK). Since the early 
years of the republican era, the THK 
has been tasked with developing 
the necessary civil aviation. In 
order to raise its finances, THK 
was designated by law as one of the 
authorised collecting agents of the 
skins and offal of animals sacrificed 
during the Islamic Eid al-Adha 
holiday. Such remains are considered 
part of the ‘national wealth’, to the 
chagrin of religious bodies.

Islamist politicians have seen it as 
their task to stop the THK and today, 
apart from die-hard Kemalists, 
nobody gives the skins and offal of 
sacrificed animals to it any more. 
Consequently, the finances of the 
THK are in very poor shape and 
the Erdoğan regime has appointed a 
team with the apparent intention of 
running down the institution to near 
extinction.

Secondly, the THK provided aerial 
firefighting planes to the forestry 
department until very recently, but 
in 2013 the Erdoğan government 
part-privatised forest fire-fighting 
by hiring helicopters from Ukraine 
and Russia in addition to the THK 
planes, and started to open public 
tenders where the THK was also 
bidding. Today the THK has just 
three planes available, but they have 
not been called into service.

The irony is that the Erdoğan 
government has repeatedly rejected 
calls to bring THK planes into 
service, saying they are antiquated 
and unfit to fly. Meanwhile, seaplanes 

and helicopters were chartered from 
Russia, but the public tender process 
delayed the whole thing and the 
contract was only signed in late June. 
Three aircraft arrived in Turkey only 
during the crisis and two of them 
developed mechanical faults.

In short, an ideological fixation 
with privatisation - not to mention 
the provision of hefty profit margins 
to cronies acting as middlemen 
- has crippled preparedness for 
firefighting.

Curiously lacking
Previously the military has been used 
to combat firefighting emergencies 
as well as other natural disasters, 
but this year it has been curiously 
lacking. Even helicopters with 
special aerial firefighting kits that 
can be fitted and removed quickly 
were brought in reluctantly and very 
late.

While one of the largest military 
helicopter bases is in the vicinity of 
the fires, none of its helicopters has 
been used. At the same time, airforce 
jets have been continuing their 
bombing campaign deep into Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

As a result of all this, local 
people, as well as wider sections 
of society, have realised that the 
state will do nothing and have 
started to organise self-help groups. 
Apart from ad hoc organisations of 
local people in areas under threat, 
nationwide organising efforts have 
started to develop. The normal 
response of the state is to suppress 
such developments (although for 
the moment this is limited to the 
setting up of road blocks by local 
gendarmerie and police). The 
state is well aware that such self-
organised groups might eventually 
end up providing serious opposition 
to the government.

The rightwing vigilante efforts 
also aim to stop such an eventuality. 
This means that the left must 
increase its presence within such 
self-organising groups, with the aim 
of developing an action coordination 
plan to fight off the vigilantes. There 
are widespread indications that 
people in the affected areas have lost 
all illusions in the inept, bureaucratic 
state and the current regime: they 
trust nobody but themselves.

That is the only positive thing to 
have emerged out of this calamity 
and it is something that the left must 
build upon l

Burn, burn, burn, I’m going to make you burn


